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patriot's bosom thrills not at the name
Of his own native land, nor proudly burns
To hear the trumpet's voice sound forth its fame?
What true-born son but who indignant spurns
The recreant traitor who ungrateful turns
His hand against his country and its laws?
He knows not much of life who never learns
The value o:f that sacred tie which draws
The faithful patriot's heart to love his nation's cause.
~lhat

But when upon his much-loved land appears,
Amid the wheat, a growth o:f noxious tares,
That threaten to destroy in coming years
His nation's hope--O, then what anxious cares
Weigh down the patriot's heartl He then prepares
To thread the path where conscious duty calls-Declares :for Truth and Right, and boldly dares
To meet oppression and release the thralls
That stain his country's honor ere his country:falls.

From a poem entitled "America" which
appeared in the (Free Soil) National
Era, 1849.
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Preface

Political history has for so long been a history of politicians and not politics, that is)more intent on exposing the
motivations of individuals rather than of the "masses." The
democratization and modernization of society over the past two
or three centuries has made this a particularly anamolous distinction. During that time, the course of a nation's history
began to be influenced by an ever-growing variety of social
groups. Modernity brought a new, a popular, politics.
The following essay is a modest attempt to better understand this process of political consciousness and action in the
modern age by stUdying one situation--American antislavery in
1848--and one social group--Whig Free Soilers in .t\shtabula
County. It explores the relationship of ideas, traditions, institutions, personalities, economic change, and daily life that
became the antislavery ideal and, at the same time, a modern
American ideology.
This project would not have been conceived or written
without the help of friends. Steven Mintz first suggested the
subject and his enthusiasm and insight have helped guide the
work ever since. Gary Kornblith supplied critical advice at
almost every stage of research and writing. Lisa Aronson gave
invaluable assistance upon the computer and statistics. .t\nn
Scheman read early drafts I'd prefer not to remember. The
Reference staff of the Oberlin College Library--in particular,
Ray English, Marji Rogal, and Michael Kryzytski--gave time,
patience, and energy to the hunting down of materials. In turn,
I am indebted to the Jerome Davis Committee and Dean Paula
Goldsmid for defraying research costs, also to the Department
of History at Oberlin for their continual moral support. Most
of all, however, it was Carol Lasser's patience, humor, and
gift for history which, over the course of the past two semesters, has provoked the best from me.
Lastly, unbeknownst to him, this paper was written with
Stanley Plastrik very much in mind. In fact, he was to receive
the first extra copy. Sta~ley PlastrL~ was not just an historian but, in his own modest way, an historical actor. Not content to just read and observe, he insisted on taking the lessons
of his studies into the world around him. For me, there is no
greater inspiration.
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Introduction

Ashtabula County's commitment to the politics of antislavery was built
upon

~~

unqualiIied belief in the greatness of the American system of govern-

ment as expressed in the Constitution and realized by a free and
Northern society.

hardworkir~

It was also based on an equally vociIerous rejection of

slavery and Southern liIe as inhumanely degrading, elitist and antidemocratic,
un-Christian, and antimodern.

The unfettered opportunity of the individual

to prosper was what America had fought the Revolution for and created the
Constitution to protect.

It was what Ashtabulans saw as the key to social

progress, what had brought America to the threshold of greatness.

Anything

which would block such an achievement could not be allowed to continue.

That

the outstanding obstacle to this vision was an entirely domestic problem-slavery--made it even more intolerable, and its detractors more anxious to do
away with it.
For most of the country, the Free Soil experiment of 1848-1853 was a
fleeting political moment that failed because it spoke a vocabulary not yet
understood by most Northerners.

In ashtabula, however, that was not the case.

Instead, for the independent farmers of austinburg, Colebrook, Cherry Valley
and numerous other towns, Free Soil was the precise antidote to Southern political power and the moral outrage of slavery.

Their enthusiastic adoption of

Free Soil was a conscious rejection of the politics of the past which had proven not only

L~capable

of solving the slavery dilemma but was mired in con-

troversies made moot by a new political era, a free soil era.

They were

hardly out for political gain but committed strongly enough to the new party

2

to swallow the humiliation of supporting their life-long nemesis, Martin Van
Buren.

They were the vanguard for the rest of the North.

Ashtabula County pursued its Free Soil convictions with the same tenacity
it had brought to the struggle to settle the land, to their revivals in the
early thirties, to the moral abolitionism and reform zeal of the later thirties, and to their burgeoning commercial economy of the forties.

Indeed,

antislavery politics seemed an almost inevitable, certainly a natural, evolution of their heritage, as much a part of the country's character as its earlier history.

Still imbued with the Puritanism of their Connecticut origins,

Ashtabulans were not ones for capricious decisions.

Once they had rejected

Whiggery and aligned themselves with Free Soil they stayed with it, becoming
the party's backbone during the next few years, even when it lost most of its
support through internal feuding, desertion back to the other parties, and the
decline in importance of the slave issue after the Clay compromise of 1850.
There was profound agreement with Charles Sumner's words that
to labor in this cause (of antislavery) is far higher and nobler
than to strive for repeal of the tariff, once the tocsin to rally
Whigs. Repeal of slavery is a watchword more Christian and more
potent, because it embodies a higher sentiment and a more commanding
duty.
The question

arises~

what conditions bred such a vehement antislavery

ideology in A.shtabula County, long before it became accepted and widespread;
why were
ment

~shtabulans

fOQ~d

not content to express the simple anti-Southern senti-

elsewhere in the North, instead choosing to espouse a wholly new

political program; and what exactly was the crux of these antislavery ideals?
The answers lie somewhere in the several forces at work in Ashtabula
1.

Joseph Rayback, Free Soil: The Election of 1848,

:3
society, forces which were not so much parallel but layered.
and Two trace the emergence of the Free Soil party in

Chapters One

~shtabula

and its

domination by the county's Congressman, Joshua Giddings, a politician of
extraordinary charisma who had, by 1848, become a leading national antislavery voice.

Presenting himself almost as an incarnation of the

~erican

Revolutionary spirit, his demagoguery, no doubt, determined the tone of
Ashtabula politics in 1848.
But Giddings himself became inseparable from an antislavery ideology
which had grown increasingly complex and subtle since the early days of abolition and moral suasion.

By 1848, as Chapter Three describes, antislavery

represented a whole system of social thought, a political program, an historical vision.

Implicit in all these ideas was a new nationalism--the

American destiny as defined by Northern progress--which had come to replace
even the importance of the slave in the antislavery ideology.
In turn, this ideology sprang from a social context which gave its
tenets tangible meaning to Free Soil participants.

That context 'was Ashta-

bula society itself, which Chapter Four portrays as a homogeneous community,
secure and confident in agricultural prosperity and undergoing continued
economic growth at the periphery of the industrializing Northeast.
it will be argued, it was this social and economic success
the whole

~ree

wr~ch

Finally,

underpinned

Soil apparatus and determined its fundamental character.

Such were the ingredients of an indigenous antislavery ideology, one
which qreated the Free Soil Party and anticipated the birth of the Republican
Party.
path:

Their foresight told Ashtabulans that they had chosen the correct

4
We are now in the midst OI peace and prosperity, but still we
think that the man who has looked Iar into the Iuture may discover upon the horizon some clouds, which now no bigger than
a. man I s hand, are destined to gather and burst in Iury over our
beloved homes. 2

2.

~.shtabula

Sentinel, J1arch 16, 1850.

1.

The Setting:

Ashtabula County and the Free Soil Revolt of 1848

To the politically conscious citizenry of Ashtabula County, Ohio, the
spring of 1848 appeared a momentous time.

Local Whig politicos were anx-

iously searching for a suitable candidate to oppose the ever-growing tide
that threatened to carry Zachary Taylor to the party's presidential nomination.

Early that year, county leaders had embraced Thomas Corwin, the

junior senator from Ohio.

He was to champion Northern interests in the on-

going battle over control of the western territories which had been opened
up by the Mexican War.
Thus, Corwin's name reached the top of the masthead of the Ashtabula
Sentinel, a decidedly antislavery paper:
If the Whig Party, recogn~zL~g the duty of opposing the extension
of slavery, shall nominate (Corwin), he will receive our cordial support; or again, if the Whig Party regardless of that primal duty of
opposition to the extension of slavery, shall nominate General Taylor,
then we trust that Mr. Corwin may be looked to as a leader among the
hosts of Freedom that will rally against the apostate politicians who
shall seek to betray their party and their country. 1
But Corwin failed to live up to such ambitious expectations; he was certainly unwilling to entertain the possibilities which the Sentinel so explicitly
raised in its editorial of leaving the Whig party over the issue.

Accord-

ingly, his once strident stance against the Mexican War, which had attracted
the favorable attention of many Ashtabulans, soon dissolved into a tepid
1.

Sentinel, April 8,

18~8.
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appeasement of the party regulars over the extension issue.

Antislavery

Whigs once again found themselves in search of a national leader.
Innumerable meetings were held throughout the county where scores of
resolutions condemning Taylor's imminent nomination were passed with little
or no opposition.

Taylor's role in the despised Mexican War came under se-

vere attack and skepticism abounded as to whether the General actually believed in the Whig political program or whether he was just using the party
to further his own ambitions.

Most damning to Ashtabulans, however, were

Taylor's Southern origins and his commitment to upholding the power of slavery.

Ashtabulans made their feelings known and found themselves not alone

in their anger.

Whigs of the Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, and Twentieth

Ohio Congressional Districts announced they would not support anyone who did
not pledge against the extension of slavery.

Protest meetings were organized

in towns and villages throughout the Western Reserve.

In December of 1847

and again in June, 1848, the Ashtabula Whig County Convention stated their
"fixed purpose and resolution to faithfully abide by our principles," antislavery principles obviously not shared by Taylor and his supporters.

2

As

the national convention drew closer, hopes for a Northern candidate grew
slimmer.

Yet clearly, Ashtabula Whigs had little with which to concretely

oppose Taylor.
After

Cor~in's

fall from favor, some had thrown their lot with another

war hero, Winfield Scott, and others to the Supreme Court justice from Ohio,
John McLean, whose judicial decisions on slavery were very popular in
Ashtabula and who had come out strongly against the Mexican War.

Whatever

action taken, though, was to little avail; Taylor had the nomination locked
2.

Ibid., Jan. 3,1848; June 24,1848.
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up.
To Ashtabulans, the reasoning behind their thinking was self-evident.
The Declaration of Independence had forever prohibited the rights of any man
from being abrogated by property arrangements.

Although individual states

had the prerogative to abridge liberties by maintaining slavery--a legacy of
the independence of the separate colonies and the autonomous states under
the Articles of Confederation--they could not legally extend slavery beyond
their borders.

But the war against Mexico was such an attempt at extension,

albeit a seemingly legal one.

The new lands taken from Mexico were as dra-

matic a geographic addition for the nation as the Louisiana territories had
been for they gave the United States continuous ownership of the continent
from the Atlantic seaboard to the Pacific Ocean.

However, this more recent

acquisition further upset the sectional tensions between North and South
which had been building almost since the time of the Louisiana Purchase.
Consequently, debate over annexing the territory became an argument over
whether to allow slavery into the new territories and threatened to become
the worst national crisis since South Carolina passed the Ordinance of Nullification in 1832.

At the end of the summer Congressional session in 1846 an

amendment to an appropriations bill had been introduced by a Pennsylvania
Democrat, David Wilmot, which would prohibit slavery in the new territory.
The Wilmot Proviso, as it was hereafter called, galvanized political opinion
and, for the first time, Congressional voting split along sectional rather
than party lines.

In states like Ohio, the conflict served as an

impor-

tant bridge between pro-Northern and antislavery sentiment since both were
interested in stopping the spread of slavery to the far west.

Such common

cause could not have boded well for a tranquil resolution of the problem,
By creating new states in the captured lands, it was seen, Southerners

8

could create new slave states and extend the institution of
nation expanded.

slave~J

as the

This was intolerable for slavery had already been allowed

much more power and leverage than it ever should have.

The war was condemned

as contrary to "religion and free institutions" and was seen as a clear case
of imperial conquest over the innocent Mexicans, all for the sole purpose
of furthering slavery's reach and all quite antithetical to the American
sense of justice and liberty.
For that reason, the Ashtabula County Whig convention

dema~ded

that the

U.S. Army withdraw from Mexico and all her captured lands be returned.

Ash-

tabulans seemed, to feel a growing mood of defiance toward what they saw as
the Southern domination of American politics.

For their convention resolu-

tions stood in sharp conflict with the national interests of a Whig Party
desperately trying to hold together its Northern and Southern wings.
conciliation seemed a more and more remote possibility_

Re-

In February the

County Nominating Convention had to be postponed until "public opinion will
have become more

settle~'

of action offered. 3

and the dissidents could discern the best course

As summer approached it became evident that Ashtabulans

were not about to sacrifice their antislavery ideals for party allegiances,
a choice the nomination of Taylor would present to them.

Compromise over

sectional issues was no longer going to be decided in slavery's favor nor
argued from a position of weakness.

The question of political insurrection

was openly raised.
Serious talk centered around the possibility of bolting the Whig Party
altogether.

In its place, radical Ashtabulans envisioned a party of North-

ern interests.

It would be made up of disaffected Northern segments of the

3. Ibid., Feb. 14, 1848.
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Democratic Party and Liberty supporters, together with Conscience Whigs,
working together to break the stranglehold the South held over the political
system and its parties, a control which explained Taylor's largely unobstructed march to the nomination.

That this talk was used as a threat to

improve their political position within the party is certain.

But it was

not idle talk and blueprints for antislavery coalition were being drawn up
by numerous politicians throughout Ohio and the nation.

It was clear that

under no circumstances would Ashtabulans support a slaveowner for president.
Such developments portended an explosive next few years.
That such a movement would surface in Ashtabula County was not at all
surprising.

The whole Western Reserve had long been a stronghold of aboli-

tionist sentiment.

Garrisonians, Liberty men, and Conscience Whigs were

common to this New England colony in the west.

By the 1840s it had been

estimated that at least "five-sixths of the Whig Party on the Reserve was
devoted to the cause of antislavery."

4

In Ashtabula the Whig party, zeal-

ously devoted to the cause of antislavery, dominated county politics and
sometimes garnered the largest Whig majorities in the entire country.
roots of this antislavery politics

l~

The

in the abolitionist societies which

had appeared in the early 1830s as an outgrowth of the reform movements
asso ciated with the revival.

By the end of that decade the pragmatism of

the newly settled farmers who comprised the county's population had transferred the moral suasion of abolitionism to the political arena and made it
into an unceasing and provocative agitation.

Antislavery beca.'lle an in-

grained part of the political vocabulary, and, before long, the primary
political issue in Ashtabula County.

4.

In the last fevl elections before 1848

Riddle, "The Rise of Antislavery Sentiment on the Western Reserve,"
p. 155.
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the campaign rhetoric had turned more and more to the seemingly less tangible
but highly charged issue of slavery and the South.
The leader of the county I s Whigs, and clearly the dominant personality
in Ashtabulan politics, was Joshua Giddings.
in Congress since 1839.

He had represented the county

Giddings was immensely popular, reelected by in-

creasingly larger margins and considered truly representative of his home
county.

He had spent the last ten years fighting a lonely but spirited

battle in the House of Representatives against the Slave Power winning the
adoration of his constituents and the enmity of most of the rest of the nationa

In a testimonial poem published in the Garrisonian Salem (Ohio)

Bugle, an idolator wrote:
Staunch friend of freedom, Giddings, thou
Lover of truth, and Northern rights, we
hail thee now
Steadfast and firm in virtue, on thy brow.
Receive our garland, and thy country's
vow
To honor thee. 5
But typical of the exasperation he caused his opponents was an anonymously
sent letter:
It is you and your associates who have caused this distress on the
poor ignorant negroes. You speak of washing your hands from slavery. • • why sir, what is the use of washing hands when your heart
is black, yes(,)so black that if it was rubbed against the Devil's
Chimney seep it would be not inured. • • A Turk is a credit to you;
why? because he is an honest man. I am sorry that your district
has shown sucg bad taste as to select you however that more concerns
them than me.
Despite such vilification, Giddings essentially shaped the form of

5.

6.

J.R. Giddings Notebooks, 1844, Joshua Reed Giddings Papers, hereafter
referred to as JRGP.
Letter #749, JRGP.
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antislavery argument of the forties, during those years of lonely opposition.
The invective that filled his oratory, aimed at all who would associate
themselves with the immoral, antimodern institution of slavery--Northern
businessmen and politicians as well as Southern slaveowners--went beyond
the moral righteousness of abolitionism to more pragmatic aspects of the
issue.

His speeches were as filled with illustrations of the practical and

nefarious effects of slavery on society and the nation as its effrontery to
Christian morality.

This was instrumental in bringing about its politici-

zation, in giving antislavery a tangible meaning to the millions of Northerners who would not otherwise become excited or even interested in the
moral wrong of slavery.
By 1848, however, his single goal of bringing antislavery into the
Whig program proved unattainable and years of agitation seemed to have led
to the situation he had for so long tried to avoid.

In a speech before the

House in February of that year, Giddings predicted that a new party based
on opposition to Federal support of slavery would soon emerge.

This would

surely happen if the Whigs nominated Taylor, for then the party would be as
implicated in the support of slavery as the Democrats were. 7 Perhaps he
had seen it coming.

Early in 1845, Giddings had called for a nonpartisan

convention of antislavery men, and a year later had first threatened to
leave the party unless a Northerner was nominated in 1848.

The leading fig-

ure in the Congressional debates over slavery, Giddings's pronouncements
had been influential in bringing antislavery Whigs to the brink of revolt.
His declarations were echoed by numerous societies and conventions in Ohio.
In the summer of 1847 a Wilmot Proviso meeting had been held on the Western
7. J.R. Giddings, Speeches in Congress, 1841-1852, p. 324.
referred to as Speeches.

Hereafter
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Reserve, attracting the support o:f segments :from all parties.

The :!I;lroviso

underlined their belie:f in a common Northern political interest, and was the
primary issue around which those disparate elements would coalesce the next
year.

By the time he called :for antislavery party politics early in the

election year, Conscience Whigs in Congress and around the nation were busy
mobilizing their constituencies in anticipation o:f :fast-breaking events.
Giddings wasn I t to be :found home in Ashtabula or even in Ohio that
spring o:f 1848.

Once Congress had recessed in June, he travelled up to

Massachusetts with House colleagues and began an extended speaking tour
through heavy antislavery districts.

He was accorded an exuberant hero's

welcome, not unexpectedly since his reputation as a champion o:f antislavery
came well in advance o:f him.

Buoyant and quite able to :flash his oratorical

brilliance on the stump as well as in legislative halls, Giddings was convinced by the attentive throngs that the political mood was :finally ripe
:for an outright Northern challenge to the Southern politicians.

To his wi:fe

he wrote :from Massachusetts, "I have seen the :foundations o:f the great deep
o:f public sentiment broken up and party names discarded, and thousands o:f
good and virtuous citizens, throwing aside party prejudices, declare :for
:freedom and humanity." 8

The dedicated intra-party re:former had given wa:J

to more ambitious, and radical, visions.
O:f course, his own district on the Western Reserve and those he now
toured in Massachusetts were well-known bastions o:f Whig antislavery sentiment.

Giddings wasn I t unaware o:f the skewed vision o:f the American mood

his experiences supplied him.

Nevertheless, he had reason to :feel that the

upcoming election would be o:f unusual signi:ficance.
8.

An increasing number o:f

Gsorge Julian, Li:fe o:f Joshua Reed Giddings, p. 246.
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Northern Whigs were anxious for their party to be the party of antislavery
and the defender of Northern rights.

The Democrats had capitulated to South-

ern expansionist aims by supporting the annexation of Texas and the acquisition of lands taken from Mexico in the recent war.
around and compromised over Oregon.

Then Polk had turned

This could only be explained by Whigs

as evidence of the Democrats' servility to proslavery politicians and that
the westward expansion was designed to benefit the South and slavery while
denying lands to settlement by free farmers.
for the Whigs to fill.

This left open an obvious role

But although Clay had been able to oppose the exten-

sion of slavery in 1844 by decrying any territorial expansion at all, by
1848 the Whigs had to face the fact that not only Texas but vast tracts of
the southwest were going to be part of the Union.
a stand had to be taken on the issue.

Decisions had to be made;

Conscience Whigs were anxious to see

their party rise to the occasion and defend Northern rights.

They looked to

the Wilmot P-roviso as the symbol of Northern resistance to the forces of
slavery and as the means to defeat Southern sims.
Giddings had chosen to remain a Whig in hopes of reforming the party.
The only way to fight the Slave Power J he thought, was to sweep away the old
Whig establishment which was politically staid and economically tied to
Southern cotton, renovate the party with the leadership of the Conscience
Whigs, attract antislavery elements of other parties (and thus split the
Democrats along their Mason-Dixon "fault li..'1e") and, ultimately, to stress
the sectional issues which would soon unite all Northerners under the Whig
banner.

He had supported the slaveowner Clay in 1844 thinking that Clay's

respect for the constitutional separation of government and slavery was the
route of gradual emancipation.

But enthusiasm for such schemes was not

14
shared by Southerners and other party regulars.

Giddings repeatedly clashed

with his party leadership over their pro-Southern handling of the Mexican
War.

Mutual recriminations reached a peak in 1847 with Giddings's refusal

to vote for the Whig's speaker nominee, Winthrop, after Winthrop had compromised himself on a war allocations vote and was suspected of being too weak
to stand up to the Slave Power.
Antislavery agitation strained party discipline; heretofore sacrosanct
party allegiances began to erode.

The parties simply could not stand the

strain of sectional division. While the Conscience faction ranted and raved
over extension, Southern members of the Whig party had no qualms about the
migration of

slave~J

into new territories nor, obviously, were they so al-

armed by the political power of the "slave interests."

And by no means did

they share Giddings's sense that slavery was a national aberration which
had gotten out of hand, surviving far longer than it was meant to.

Accord-

ingly, the party leadership continued to try to keep these potentially explosive subjects out of the political debate.

The conservative Whig press

accused the antislavery Conscience faction of being "anti-renters, voteyourself-a-farm men, Fourierites, radicals, and Abolitionists," any pejorative which would question their integrity as Whigs.9

In turn, challenges to

the party leadership now came from antislavery members who voiced growing
suspicions that the leadership was proslavery and would bend over backwards
to appease the Southern interest in the party.
began to widen.

The schism between Whigs

Accused of not only unnecessarily agitating the slave issue

but of betraying the entire Whig program because of their stubborn opposition to slavery, Giddings and his allies began to ask themselves whether
90

Joseph Rayback, Free Soil: The Election of 1848, pp. 89-90.
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"party obligations could bind us to become accessory to the extension of
slavery?" 10

The longer they were frustrated by the impotence of their party

to suppress the Southern wing, the more this question became the paramount
issue for them and the closer they came to answering it in the negative.
From this point Giddings I s days as a Whig were numbered.

He came under

intense criticism from the national Whig press and all his work to reform
the party in the image of his antislavery seemed to have reached a desultory
end.

He now becan seriously to flirt with the idea of antislavery coalition.

There was some movement already in that direction.

A few years earlier

Gamiliel Gailey had left Ohio for Washington D.C., where he set up a weekly
paper, the National Era, which was devoted to bringing about the union of
antislavery segments of all parties.

In addition, John Hales' election to

the Senate from New Hampshire by the combined efforts of independent Democrats and Liberty men provided Giddings with a successful example of coalitiona

A.J. Riddle, a prominent Ashtabula citizen, wrote to Giddings in dra-

matic fashion to push the Free Soil idea.

He called the present time

the most glorious opportunity that has occurred in my short dalf of
wresting the ark of our political covenant :from the hands of the
uncircumcised and of placing it upon the principles of Eternal
Truth and right where the thunderbolts of God almighty himself
should forever after keep ward over it. 11
The Liberty Pary experiment--albeit a few years premature--had already
shown that a political force could be built with an antislavery ideology
which discarded, or at least muted, the issues that had previously divided
Democrat and Whig.

Giddings's correspondence--with Sumner in Massachusetts

and Chase back home in Ohio--had increasingly turned over the past few years
10.
11.

Theodore Smith, The Liberty and Free Soil Parties in the Northwest,
p. 127.
Letter to Giddings, Feb. 27, 1848, JRGP.
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to the question of antislavery "union." 12

His earlier unwillingness to com-

promise or forego Whig issues in order to unite with Democrats dissolved in
the face of the radicalized situation of 1848 and the frustration of Conscience Whigs.

Now, with Liberty men, Democrats, Whigs, and even some Gar-

risonians interested in coalition building and Giddings's final disillusionment with the Whig party over the Taylor nomination, there was an unprecedented opportunity to extend the Liberty experiment on a much wider scale.
Incessant attacks on slavery as a national evil and the presentation of an
alternative program which stressed a different strength and purpose for
!merica--one, it was claimed, that lay closer to the intentions of the founding fathers--seemed to be the only way to challenge that political status
quo which had protected the South for so long.

What these actors could not

yet have known was that they were putting into place the ideological machinery which would some day become the program of the Republican party.
Excited considerations of coalition were further fueled when it became
evident that the Democratic Party wasn't going to be spared sectional tension.
Popular pressure in the North had forced some state Democratic parties to
take a public stance against slavery in the territories, setting up the same
kind of geographic split as the Whigs were suffering as Southern Democrats
spearheaded that very slave extension Northern conventions had declared
against.

In New Hampshire the Democratic Party split bitterly over the is-

sue, with anti-slavery insurgents supporting Hale's successful election to
the Senate.

The Ohio party suffered no such rupture but was unhappy with

Polk's anti-western patronage and his retreat on the Oregon issue.

A group

of radicals, upset over the banking policies of conservative Democrats and
12. Letters, Jan. 1847, Jan. 29, 1848. Joshua Giddings-George Julian
Correspondence. Hereafter referred to as JGGJ.
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looking to gain the state party's leadership, were also ready to adopt the
same strong antislavery posture that was delineated in the Wilmot Proviso.
Having failed to achieve the political ascendency in the state they were
working for that spring, these Democrats were actively wooed into coalition
by Samuel Chase, the Ohio Liberty leader.
But it was the Democratic situation in New York State which gave most
credence to hopes for a national antislavery coalition in 1848.

There the

"Barnburner" faction of the state Democratic party, incensed at the sacrifice of their leader Van Buren to the slave interests at the 1844 convention
and alienated by Polk's support of their Hunker rivals, were ready to leave
the party.

These New York Van Burenites were supporters of the Wilmot Pro-

viso and were intent on re-orienting the Democratic Party from its Southern
leanings.

Having failed to do that they would now try a different tack.

Unlike Giddings and other Conscience Whigs, however, the Barnburners were
not committed to revolutionizing American politics.

They were much more in-

tent on regaining a dominant position in New York politics.

Lacking the

moral outrage of the Whigs, their antislavery was a response more to the
economic interests of Northern whites; they opposed the extension of slavery in order to so confine it that not only would the institution die but
the American negro himself would become extinct.

Such differences with the

Conscience Whigs and Liberty Party were openly acknowledged and nobody pretended that the Barnburners were acting out of anything but the most political and non-ideological convictions.

Nevertheless, they received encourage-

ment from most antislavery quarters, including from Giddings and his allies
on the Reserve, and with a New York antislaverJ coalition already in formation the time seemed right to extend all the talk to national action.
Neither threats nor last-ditch efforts to ward off disaster had effect.
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In June the Whigs nominated Taylor, declining to entangle him in any party
platform and hoping that his stature would bring the party the Presidency
for the first time in almost twenty years.

A month later, the Democrats

chose Lewis Cass, a politician, according to free-soilers, whose support of
"popular sovereignty" in the West gave him impeccable proslavery credentials.
Whig delegates to the nation's nominating convention from Maine, Massachusetts, New York, New Jersey, and Ohio called for a national meeting in order
to condemn the "servility to slavery and reckless tyranny over individual
freedom" 13 of the Democratic and Whig capitulation to the slave power.

Con-

science Whig strongholds exploded in vehement protest over the nomination
of Taylor.

The Cleveland True Democrat called Taylor's nomination "the cup

offered by slaveholders for us to drink."
the sight.

It went on to say how "we loathe

We will never touch, taste, or handle the unclean thing.,,14

Within a week each county Whig party on the Western Reserve officially repudiated the Taylor nomination and began to act independent of the two major
parties. 15
Chase at once assumed the task of bringing the disgruntled Whig and
Democratic factions in Ohio together with the Liberty Party into a new
broad-based political movement.

A "People's Convention" in Columbus was

called for the twenty-first of June and 10,000 delegates, of all backgrounds,
pledged themselves to the doctrines of antislavery and political reform. 16
The Ohio State Journal, the official Whig organ in Columbus, lauded Chase's
actions and a delegate at the convention reported back to the Ashtabula
Sentinel:
13.
14.
15.
16.

Frederick Blue, Free Soilers: Third Party Politics 1848-54, p.
Rayback, Free Soil, p. 205.
Erwin Price, "The Election of 1848 in Ohio," p. 231Edgar Holt, Party Politics in Ohio, 1840-1850, p. 322.

54.

19
I never was present at any meeting where there was more enthusiasm-more fixed and manly determination--more of the spirit of conciliation
and fraternization for the right--more kindness, and where there was
more of high-toned, noble bearing towards other parties in the
People's Convention. 1?
The Ohioans ended their convention with a call for a national "free
soil" meeting in order to extend their "determination" throughout the
try.

COilll.-

Within days the Barnburner conViention in Utica, New York issued a simi-

lar appeal.

As a result, state and party delegations representing the

broadest collection of antislavery thinking to meet in American history assembled at the Free Soil national convention in Buffalo on August 9.
citement filled Buffalo and all those persons who now assembled.

Ex:-

A sense

of history in the making infected delegates, spectators, and reporters alike.
With a dramatic tension which never lessened over the next few days, the
convention called to "friends of freedom and tillers of soil" to erect no

less than the "light of civilization, the light of humanity, the light of
freedom. " 18
Nevertheless, old partisan divisions continued to separate the factions
in the new movement.

Liberty men had come to Buffalo still motivated by the

missionary zeal of immediate abolition while many Democrats viewed Free Soil
as the best means of obtaining increased political leverage when they returned to their old parties.

At the same time, there was a vast, inchoate,

middle ground, filled with politicians who only recently decided to step
outside of the parties.

Theirs was still a tenuous decision.

Underneath

the confident rhetoric they had only a vague notion of where Free Soil would
take them; each one had differing ideas as to what Free Soil actually was.
1? • Sentinel, .• July 1, 1848.
18. John Hubbell, "The National Free Soil Convention of '48."
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What "they did share, however, was a moraJ. repugnance to the dehumanization
that was slavery and a growing feeling that slavery was not meant to be a
part of the American version of greatness.
Before any consensus could be reached severaJ. compromises would have to
be made.

The Barnburners Callle to BuffaJ.o determined to take revenge for

1844' s humiliation and insisted on nominating Van Buren for president.
Fearing that with Van Buren would flow a torrent of Jacksonian Democratic
policies, the Western Reserve sent a delegation filled with life-long Whigs,
sociaJ.ly conservative and steadfast in their belief in the "American system"
over which they had been fighting Van Buren for years.
conflicts surfaced.

In addition, other

Representing the emerging regional consciousness, west-

erners demanded a platform that caJ.led for interraciaJ. improvements and free
homesteads; Liberty men wanted a promise that the Federal government would
abolish slavery wherever it could; and Democrats pressed for their usuaJ.
array of egaJ.itarian economic measures.
The platform that did finally emerge from the convention was indeed a
careful compromise between all the competing interests.

Written by Chase

and the Barnburners, who met by themselves away from the delegates in the
public haJ.I and out of earshot of the press, it seemed, at first glance, to
be tilted towards the New York Democrats.

Van Buren was nominated without

serious opposition and the platform was full of Democratic caJ.ls for such
things as "CHEAP POSTAGE for the people; a retrenchment of the expenses and
patronage of the Federal Government; the abolition of all unnecessary offices
and salaries; and the election by the People of aJ.I civil officers in the
Service of the Government, so far as the Sallle may be practicable.,,19

TherB

19. Kirk Porter and Donald Bruce Johnson, eds., National Party Platforms
1840-1956, p. 14.
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was no mention of the rights of free blacks and many of the more zealous
abolitionists followed Gerrit Smith out of the Convention and into the Liberty League, appalled at what political exigency had done to their uncompromisable moral issue of slavery.

But for most delegates the "Slave Power" had

become no less than the primary cause of contemporary national problems, a
metaphor for reaction, which had to be overcome before America could fulfill
her promise, her mission.
With that much agreed to, most of the constituent parts of the new party endorsed the platform and its candidates.

They were loathe to rejoin

their old parties, and were still unclear as to what direction Free Soil
would take, or even, what direction they wished to see it go.

Free Soil did

glorify American future, wealth, and power, aspects of 'Iihiggery that Ashtabulans had not rejected.

But they also realized that politics could not be

the same now, that pa±tisanship had taken on a new meaning.

The antislavery

issue, by eclipsing all other causes and grievances, had galvanized the political spectrum and begun to actually change the meaning of politics.

It

not only pointed toward different political priorities but was symptomatic
of the need for new political issues; the old ones--the bank, the tariff,
etc.--were no longer so' pressing, i f even so controversial.
George Julian, a young Whig Free Soil Congressman from Indiana, gave a
tellL~g

summer.

expression of this new reality in his response to the events of the
In praise of his new party t s presidential nominee and in defense of

his own support of a Democrat, or former Democrat, Julian took care to point
out that Van Buren had stood up to the South in 1844 and had even lost his
party's nomination for his attack on slavery that year.

What better choice

for Free Soil than to nominate a man who had been martyred by the avarice
of the Slave Power?

It could now be seen by all that Van Buren was not by
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nature a compromiser and that he alone of the three candidates that yea:r
could be trusted to protect the rights of the North.

His commitment to the

freedom of the western territories and to the" denationalization" of slavery
was resolute.

There had been differences in the past, but this was because

Van Buren had been in a pa:rty itself enslaved to the interests of the South,
and anyway that was all behind them.

Now, Van Buren had grown to see the

correct path and stood as an enemy of slavery. 20
Giddings concurred.

Received at the convention with "a shout of enthu-

siasm as we have seldom hea:rd, and loud cries of 'Giddings,' Giddings,'
Giddings, '" he saw Free Soil as a "great blow" to the Slave Power and as
ushering in a new political era. 21

The emergence of an antislavery pa:rty--

one which not only condemned the sin of slavery but in response to it adopted. a whole program for American society--was the culmination of all his
political labors.

He was certainly not going to allow pa:rtisan squabbles,

no longer relevant to the new political situation anyway, to ma:r its success.
Van Buren was the Free Soil candidate, and so he was Giddings's candidate
too.
These men were not making excuses to their constituents or themselves.
Something really had changed for them.

Julian recalled:

In common with my Whig associates, I had all along felt that I
could not support Mr. Van Buren under any circumstances; but the
pervading tone of ea:rnestness in the convention, and the growing
spirit of fraternity had modified our views ••• it was pa:rt of the
work of ea:rnest antislavery men to forget pa:rty measures and prejudice for the sake of the cause, and to cultivate the virtues of
hope and trust rather than the spirit of doubt and suspicion, in
dealing with a man who was now ready to unfurl the flag of freedom. 22
20.

21.
22.

Julian, p. 254.
Official Proceedings, National Free Soil Con7ention, 1848, p. 9.
Rayback, Free Soil, p. 227.
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Such cameraderie and supreme confidence was soon destroyed by electoral defeat and the steady dissolution of the coalition after 1848.

However, the

principles that Julian and Giddings spoke of--the creation of an antislavery
politics which would mark a new, a national, era--were to remain with them.
Impotent and outraged in the face of the unbridled power of slavery, their
free soil convictions were strong enough to suspend the Whig/Democrat political spectr1.llll so long familiar to them.

The tariff simply could not keep

their attention when the nation's future lay in question.

They perceived a

growing contradiction in the party structure caused by the intrusion of sectional politics.

The Congressional votes over the Wilmot Proviso were just

the most dramatic examples of sectional polarity overriding party cohesion,
when Northern and Southern wings of each party found themselves at odds with
each other.

The issue was manipulated by an awkward combination of sectional

and party concerns.

Northern Whigs and Southern Democrats found themselves

on the same side of the extension issue, for instance, because of the differing political realities in each region.

In response to similar pressures,

the Democrats had to publish two campaign biographies of Lewis Cass in 1848:
one for Southern voters, another for circulation in the North. 23

The final

disintegration of the Second Party system was not yet at hand but Free
Soilers like Giddings were convinced that it couldn't last much longer.
Consequently, Free Soil policies defied expected political behavior.

John

Morse and Norman Chaffee, Ashtabula's two Free Soil representatives to the
state legislature, joined with Democrats in the 1849 session in such measures
as voting down stricter mortgage requirements and supporting the ten-hour
working day.

Even more telling, they both gave their support to House Bill

23. Michael Holt, Political Crises of the 1850s, pp. 87-9;
The Impending Crisis, 1848-1861, p. 77.-

David Potter,
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71 which called for a "popular referendum on the question of calling a state
constitutional convention," a measure which Ohio Whigs had always resisted. 24
The move to "amend or change the constitution" was itself the ultimate political reform, democratizing society and enlarging the judiciary in order to
deal with the ever growing number of legal cases in a modernizing society.
At no time was the commitment of Giddings, Julian, Morse, or Chaffee
more severely tested than in the next few years.

Van Buren's failure to

carry a single state in November paled the excited flush of the summer; the
desertion of the Barnburners and other members of the Free Soil coalition
back to their respective parties, and closer to the center of power, further
weakened the movements and raised serious questions as to the viability of
Free Soil as a political movement.

Nowhere was this more evident than in

the delicate role the party had to play in a number of state legislatures-including Ohio's--where they were left with a slim margin of power after
the 1848 elections.

The successful manipulation of their position depended

upon a strict policy of independence from the old politics, and being able
to throw their support to whichever side would support their program.

How-

ever, in most cases the party wasn't even able to agree on a program let
alone enforce the requisite discipline in the ranks for such maneuvering.
The sorry situation betrayed the frailty of the Free Soil condition and reminded everyone of its ad hoc nature.

Perhaps the time was not yet right.

Nowhere was this politics more dramatically played out than in Ashtabula County in 1848.

It was true that the election did not bring a new

political era to America; on that count Giddings's predictions were premature.

However , it did permanently alter the political landscape in Ashta-

24. Journal of the House of Representatives of Ohio, 47th General Assembly,
1848, pp. 301, 440, 454, 580-81.
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bula itself.

The county's voters enthusiastically followed Giddings into

the new party.

So large was their conversion that the remaining Whigs and

Democrats were forced to combine their slates of candidates in a number of
races in order to have a chance of victory.

In addition, the Whig Party sent

some of its biggest guns through the Western Reserve in the fall, desperately
trying to mitigate the impact of Free Soil strength in its former stronghold.
However, any attempts to stave off the Free Soil tide were fruitless.

The

new party had become the dominant political force in Ashtabula almost overnight and was able, unlike in other districts and counties, to eschew convenient coalitions with any of the other parties and run candidates solely
under its own line.
The nomination of Van Buren had disappointed many people on the Reserve.
Despite an increase in population, fewer Ashtabulans voted in 1848 than had
in 1844.

25

But the Sentinel expressed the feeling of the more politically

active and committed by exhorting all voters to do their duty in the upcoming
crisis and cast their ballots for Free Soil.

Most towns established their

own Free Soil Leagues and to help them campaign, the Sentinel was offered to
those clubs for a special low rate during the campaign.
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And when the time

came, Van Buren won a clear majority of the votes in the county, more than
doubling Taylor's total. 27
"Freemen of the North," cried the Sentinel in July, 1848, "too long and
too rigidly have we been attached to party--to the neglect of higher governing principles." 28

Higher principles were only vaguely defined, but they

definitely were no longer the only moral imperatives of twenty years before.
25. This could be attributable to a lingering " antipartyism" traditionally
found among Whigs. Ronald Formisano, The Birth of Mass Political Parties,
Michiga~, 1827-1861, pp. 58, 71-80.
26. Sentinel, July 8, 1848; Aug. 19, 1848.
27. See Appendix A.
28. Sentinel, July 8, 1848.
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Now material progress was to go hand in hand with the spiritual, marking
>/

the way which seemed so well suited to carry America into the modern age.

2.
The Leader:

Joshua Giddings and the Emergence of Antislavery

In 1864, a few months before his death and only five years after leaving
Congress, Joshua Giddings published his own account of the slave issue in a
book

whic~

he entitled History of the Rebellion, Its Authors and Causes.

While it covered the entire chronology of the nation's political history,
tracing the course of the slave controversy since the American Revolution,
Giddings's purpose was not to write history; certainly, he had no pretensions of scholarship.

Instead, he sought to develop an exhaustive polemic

directed at slavery and the South, an expose of the ruinous role that the
slave institution had played since the days of the founding fathers.

The

title of the work suggests its single purpose, as did Giddings's whole political career.

The History is an appropriate consummation of his long crusade.

His own battles had been won a few years earlier when Northern politicians acknowledged the divergent aims of the South and rejected further
compromise over slavery.

The emergence of the Republican Party in the mid-

1850s had ensured the end of Northern servility to slavery's needs; the
party finally gave the North an equally strong and independent voice with
which to match the South's.

lnth its political

prioritie~

now

ill

orde;r,

the nation could no longer be held hostage to the slaveholders' caprice.
For years Giddings had strained to awaken Northern consciences or, at
least, Northern anger, to the imperious manner which the South took in
national affairs.

He was a renowned antislaveLY leader, a disciple of the
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aged John Quincy Adams, who led a small but courageous band of antislavery
Representatives in Congress through the forties.

He approached his duties

self-consciously, bringing the same Protestant ethic to his role as a "guide
of popular sentiment" as he did to his earlier struggle for personal and
professional success.

Never, however, was Giddings to confuse the two:

to

his eldest son, the editor of the Ashtabula Sentinel in 1848, he wrote,
"again, you should maintain a lofty dignity and carry yourself above all
altercations with anyone.

I would advise you never to notice any person.

Look to the';principle alone." 1 His speeches in Congress were filled with
long lamentations about how slavery's interests were continually placed
above Northern needs:
By the award of the Emperor of Russian, the Executive obtained
more than $1,200,000 as a compensation for those persons whose slaves
were carried away at the close of the (War of 1812). While no indemnity was either asked or obtained for those persons in our Northern
States who were rendered bankrupt by the burning of their buildings
and their goods by the enemy. Nor was such indemnity demanded for
those whose sons, brothers, or fathers had been slain in battle. • •
We see that slavery was held by those in power to be above, and to
be sustained, if necessary, at the expense of all other interests. 2
And how, even more ominously, the slaveowner's zeal had begun to obscure
the Constitution.
The Northern representatives, in faraming the Constitution, had
compromised their self-respect in yielding to the slave States permission to continue the slave trade, with its attendant crimes, for
twenty years; and in surrendering to them a superior influence in
the Government, according to the number of their slaves; and now
Congress was called upon to involve the nation in the disgraceful
work of legislating for the capture and return of fugitive bondmen.
As we have remarked, there was not merely no authority in the Constitution for Congress to act upon this subject; but that power was

1.

Letters, April 28, 1848; June 30, 1852, JRGP.
2. J.R. Giddings, History of the Rebellion; its Authors and Causes,
pp. 82-3.
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explicitly declared 'to remain with several States or with the
people. '3
He had described to his audiences the seemingly irreversible march of the
Slave Power toward political hegemony, recounting how issue after issue was
decided in favor of slavery and its allies.
In a sense, then, the History of the Rebellion is little more than a
reworking of these speeches of the previous twenty years into a smooth narrative.

A volume of Giddings's antislavery pronouncements in Congress had

already been published ten years before at the urging of Gamaliel Bailey,
the editor of the National Era, who wrote to Giddings that the collection
would be no less than "a manual of antislavery principles and tactics. ,,4
Long and fiery, and at times eloquent, Giddings sprayed his antislavery attacks around the Congressional chamber, at Democrat and Whig alike, and
through his eminence as a Congressman, gained the attention of the whole
country.

No prose work--not even his political memoirs--could duplicate

the excitement of the twenty-year fight he waged.

But while sometimes

sounding like stale reiterations of those old themes, and certainly unable
to capture the passion of his days in dogged and lonely opposition, Giddings's
History was a true portrayal of Northern attitudes towards the Civil War
crisis.

There was a guiding intelligence behind the work which gave it a

much greater cohesion than his collected speeches and thus made it a more
satisfying document of contemporary antislavery thought and action.

His book

was characterized by the same certainty of the rightness of his cause as his
oratory was,

But missing in 1864 was the urgency and exasperation he had

felt with those unable or unwilling to face up to his arguments during de-

3.
4.

Ibid;, p. 17.
Letter, April 24, 1851, JGGJ.
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bate.

In its place he now offered a more understanding analysis of his foes

and of those years--the magnamity of the victor.

And in that respect, the

History is a celebration of the end of a dark epoch in American history, the
triumph of ideas which a quarter-century earlier few but Giddings even dared
to espouse.
His ambivalence toward abolitionism was still evident and he had difficulty in recounting the role played by the more radical antislavery elements.
Garrisonians had for a long time felt

diffident

about him, applaud-

ing his antislavery muckraking in Congress but at the same time damning him
for being in the political position to do it.

Giddings was always careful

not to alienate people he knew were on his side and he felt could someday be
useful allies.

Walking a tightrope between his political convictions and

their fastidious moralism he wrote to them:
I would maintain the Constitution in all its hearings. Al though our
fathers made a hard bargain and one that is injurious to our interests
and our honor yet I would abide by it(. But) I would yield not a
single Constitutional right of our State to save a Union that has so
long and so bitterly oppressed and insulted us. I would maintain our
rights under the Constitution, leaving5the Union to be continued or
dissolved, as the slave states prefer.
But he painted a dramatic scene of the political isolation of the abolitionists during the early years of the movement when very few Americans gave
much thought to the problems of slavery, and when the term "abolitionist"
was a popular pejorative, loaded with as much invective in Boston as in
Charleston.

The mobs which attacked Garrison with impunity were an ever-

present threat to abolitionists or their sympathizers everywhere.
Giddings stood with remarkable resolve in the face of such belligerence,
5.

Notebooks, 1843(7), JRGP.
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and as the situation grew nastier he seemed more drawn to it.

He described

the loneliness and unpopularity OI his own battles in the House during the
Iorties when he was sometimes the only voice set against the "monstrous"
Slave Power.

There was never any question once the battle was entered OI

whether Giddings would shirk that responsibility which he considered greater
than himself.
tiny.

For history, he Ielt, had intersected with his personal des-

AIter his IirSt Iew speeches in the House--and they came very early

in his tenure since Giddings's steadIast convictions were more than matched
by his

ve~bosi ty--" there

was not, probably, a dozen slaveholding members

who at that period recognized him while passing on the street or when meeting him in the Hall OI Representatives."

His impassioned deIense OI the

slaves or his lengthy diatribes aimed against the system which caused all
the sufIering provoked clenched Iists, cocked pistols, and a threatened hanging Irom his colleagues.
party.

Giddings's crusade earned him Iew Iriends in either

6

But he was undeterred then, and later recollected with relish the demagogic role he had played.

His notoriety was an historical necessity, a con-

sequence OI his actions in alerting the nation's conscience OI impending
doom, not unlike the role the minutemen had assumed when rousing the colonies to the threat OI the oncoming Redcoats.

Like many Ashtabulans, Gid-

dings had arrived on the Western Reserve during its earliest days OI settlement, as a youngster in a Iamily looking Ior a Iresh start.

The New England

ethos OI these westward migrants conIronted the realities OI the Irontier
and brought the birth OI a hybrid culture, one especially marked by social
and economic toughness and success.

6.

Giddings, like so many OI his neighbors,

Giddings, History, pp. 150, 158, 240-1.
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believed that "the only thing that will ever raise you to fame and distinction is. • • to labor constantly and unceasingly."

He aspired for social

respect and position and in a society as young and fluid as the West at the
start of the nineteenth century, the American promise of opportunity for
all had a strong basis in fact.
Giddings taught himself to read, fought the British in 1812, was overtaken by the revival in the twenties, broke the social barriers of the legal
profession and, having built one of the largest law practices on the Reserve
by the mid-1830s, achieved the financial success which had so long eluded
his father.

It isn't surprising then that he so firmly embraced America as

the land of the hard-working common person's future.

He undoubtedly saw a

close connection between his anxious rise to success and the nation'S own
growth to greatness.

But not only were the nation's interests his.

Con-

versely, Giddings understood his needs to be those of'tha::ountry at large.
If it worked for him it would work for everybody.

And while the Southern

gentleman inherited a society wedded to him by decades of tradition, parvenus
of the North, like Giddings, were now no less zealous of and committed to
their more recent discovery of an alternative.
For in Giddings's view, the integrity of the Constitution was menaced
by a Southern conspiracy to control the government.

The slaveowners at the

Constitutional Convention had been primarily interested in the healthy preservation of their slave system, the health of the newly born nation came
second.

Their behavior was almost solely determined by their concern over

slavery's future; they were certainly willing to compromise democratic
principles to protect their overriding interest.

Giddings understood that

this was to be expected since the "peculiar institution" stood in such stark
defia11ce of the "primal freedoms" guaranteed to man by both nature and the
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Constitution.
But the Southern defense threatened the very integrity of the document
itself.

Giddings recognized the Constitution's qualified acceptance of

Southern slavery.

Never did he call for federal interference with the in-

ternal matters of a Southern state.
ter.

And slavery was such an internal mat-

But he knew from the ideological rhetoric of the revolution, and from

the pronouncements of Jefferson and Madison among others, that the Constitution doomed slavery to an inevitable extinction.

The Federal Government

should honor that legacy of "conscience and justice."

When commenting upon

the debate over slavery's expansion into western territories Giddings asserted that
had members of Congress and of the Executive cabinet borne in mind
that our Government was based upon the acknowledged doctrine that
life and liberty are gifts of God constituting the rights of mankind, lying behind and above human laws and human governments, they
would have seen and felt that Congress must have had the same power
to exclude slavery from our Territories, that it had to exclude
murder or treason from them • • • 7
He understood that the ignominous aims of the slaveowners were considerably furthered by the passage of the fugi ti ve slave law in 1793.

The

easy acceptance of legislation which obligated all free states to return
any escaped slave and in so doing assume some of the responsibility--and
guilt--for the perpetuation of the slave system was a clear sign that the
compromise worked out over slavery at the Constitutional Convention was now
being used to the sole advantage of the slave interests.

"By passing this

bill, Congress assumed to act for the support of slavery, and against that
liberty which the founders of the republic declared that God had conferred

7. Ibid., p. 65.
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upon every human being, and of which the Constitution explicitly assured the
world that no person should be deprived, except for a crime,,,B The once
regional concern of slavery had achieved national status and protection.
The fugitive slave law allowed Southerners to claim slavery was a legitimate,
and ongoing, interest in national affairs.

Northerners," anxious to preserve

the Union so recently formed," could do little more than acquiesce.

The con-

spiracy had begun.
The conciliatory stance of Northerners and their willingness to allay
Southern fears about the security and status of slavery only served to open
up a floodgateA

By using the fugitive slave law as a precedent for the

domination of the government by slave interests, the next few decades would
see slavery expanded by fiat through the establishment of slavery in the
District of Columbia, a coastwise slave trade, territorial expansion, either
through purchase or conquest, but always to the benefit of the South, a
foreign policy which supported Spain's attempts to retain rebellious colonies which had abolished slavery and embraced liberal freedoms, the violation of the sovereignty of Northern states during the capture and deportation under the fugitive slave act of free black citizens,

~~d

Southern

courts unwilling to convict anyone charged with illegal slave trading.
nation was a victim of the vicissitudes of Southern desires;
At the biddings of the slave power we have fostered banks;
and, at the dictation of the same influence, we have discarded
and opposed them. When bidden by the potent voice of the South,
we have imposed heavy duties upon imported manufactures, in
order to encourage domestic labor; and then again, under the
same guidance, has our policy been changed so as to approximate
towards free trade, In short, for fifty years, we have constantly changed and shifted our sails upon the ship of state,
B.

Ibid., p. lB.

The

in order to catch the changing southern breeze. 9
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Thus, "(Northern) rights were made sport of • • • and the people of the free
states rendered the instruments of oppression" in order to protect slavery.l0
The most ominous threat to the nation--the height of Southern audacity
and slavery's attack on the Constitution--was the suppression of Congressional debate over slavery that came when the House prohibited the submission of antislavery petitions.

This "gag" rule--first codified in 1837 as

House Rule 21--had come as a Southern response to the highly organized petition campaign of national abolitionist societies protesting over slavery in
the District of Columbia.

In 1836 alone, still a few years before the peti-

tion drive reached full force, over 30,000 such petitions had been submitted
to Congress--most of them coming from the West. l1

The "gag" that was placed

on debate infuriated Giddings and firmed up his will to resist.

It was also

a rallying point for the few representatives who were ready to attack slavery
as a national evil.

They pointed to this blatent abridgement of the First

Amendment as an inevitable product of the slave interests' conspiracy, and
long after its repeal Giddings was to continue to use its mere appearance in
the House in his antislavery arsenal.

"No

member was allowed to speak ir-

reverantly of the slave trade, or of slavery.

A more unrelenting tyranny

never existed in a Turkish divan, than reigned in (the House of Representatives).,,12

It was now evident to Giddings that the slave interests, South-

erners of both parties, along with substantial numbers of their Northern
political allies, were willing to not only tolerate the moral evils of slavery but would sacrifice the foundations of American democracy in order to
protect their vested interests.

By 1840, with the nation's political insti-

9. Giddings, Speeches, p. 251.
10. Ibid., p. 218
11. Gilbert Barnes, ~ Antislavery Impulse 1830-1844, pp. 109-133; James B.
Stewart, Holl Warriors: the Abolitionists and American Slavery, p. 82.
12. Giddings, Speeches, p. 359.
-
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tutions clearly prostituted to the perpetuation of slavery, the country had
moved precipitously close to repudiating its own beginnings and, for Giddings
at least, its own future.
But the suspension of Constitutional rights could not be entirely attributed to Southern chicanery no matter how effective their conspiracy was.
Its success was also the result of the failure of the North to resist their
growing demands.

Giddings was at a :Loss to explain the willingness of

Northern statesmen to involve themselves and their constituents in "the
crime and disgrace of sustaining the slave trade."

True, at first Northern

politicians were too delicate in handling controversies with the slavehol,

ders because they were afraid that too great a disagreement would rupture
the still fragile union of states.

Also, Northerners naively assumed that

slavery wouldn't last, that the pro-slave measures passed were to fill the
temporary needs of the South.

Slowly, almost imperceptively at first, it

occurred to Northern politicians that slavery had indeed entrenched itself
in half the country without any indication of disappearing.

Still, through

a combination of either racism or an insufficient moral sense--Northern indifference to the plight of the negro--and the muting of sectional issues
in order to preserve the political unity of the national parties, most of
the politicians of the free states stood "abject and servile" in the face
of the aggressive forces of slavery.
Nevertheless, the absence of any ideological belief in slavery among
Northerners gave Giddings hope.
society

The advantages that slaver.r brought white

being trumpeted by various Southern writers from the thirties

on found few listeners in the free states.

The vast majority had no sym-

pathy for slavery, and certainly no desire to see it spread.

They just had

37
no interest in making any trouble over the matter and would never condone
federal interference in what was agreed to be a state matter.

Still, there

was little common ground between the Southern slaveholder and the Northern
farmer or laborer and from his seat in the House of Representatives Giddings
saw a whole country ripe for agitation.
For years Giddings had resisted Liberty Party overtures in favor of
realizing his vision of the Whig Party as the antislavery party.

By so do-

ing, he alienated many of the more extreme antislavery men in the county.
But Giddings was a politician with an overriding desire to effect real change
in American society.

No one had to tell him that this could only be done

from within the system, not by mounting a radical critique against such holy
American institutions as the Constitution, as some abolitionists made it a
practice to do,

He was interested in moving away from the imperatives and

extremism of the early antislavery movement and bringing the crusade into
the give and take necessary to win political influence.

That is where he

and his kind marked an important move away from abolitionism, and where they
created a politics of antislavery, less concerned with venting personal
guilt over the tragedy of slavery and more interested in freeing the slaves.
The Liberty Party had succeeded in establishing an organization in

~shta

bula County but was unable to reap the obvious rewards since local Whigs
led by Giddings couldn't be accused of failing to wage the battle against
slavery.

Incensed at Giddings's support for Clay, Liberty men had run a

bitter campaign against him in 1844.

Yet, Giddings persisted in believing

that an antislavery Whig party was the most efficacious means of ending the
threat of slavery, and he worked to bring about reform of his party from
within rather than risk losing whatever leverage he had managed to attain
by leaving it.

38
He tried to use that leverage from the moment he entered the brewing
political storm in 1838, as a Whig Congressman from Ashtabula County.

He

had been very active in county politics--from abolition to antimasonry-through the twenties and thirties.

But his ascension to Congress had come

only aIter frustrated attempts at winning appointment to a judgeship and
election to the state Senate.

His activism in local aIfairs had earned

Giddings the position as heir apparent to the House seat of his mentor and
law tutor Elisha Whittlesley, who had built up the powerful Whig machine in
Ashtabula in the thirties. So when Giddings's election to Congress finally
came-:--and ,by _
/ then he was very anxious to be on his way to prominence--i t was hardly a
surprise.
Once in Washington he immediately allied himselI with John Quincy Adams
and the small group of Whig representatives who were waging war against the
gag rule.

It wasn't long before Giddings joined the fray and set the tone

for the next ten years of confrontation over slavery by directly challenging
the gag with a discussion of slavery.

First he used oblique tactics so as

to skirt the gag in order to raise his real subj ect •
The writer next obtained the floor and at once declared his
intention to develop the cause of the (Florida) war, and the objects of its continuance. He quoted the authority of Mr. Thompson, the Indian Agent, to show that the Seminoles refused to emigrate west lest the negroes, who had so long resided with them,
should be seized and enslaved by the Creeks. That the object of
constraining the Seminoles to emigrate was to enslave these;
that to effect this piratical object the nation had been plunged
into war, and the blood and treasure of the peo~le were being
sacrificed for the enslavement of free negroes. 3
Later in the same speech, Giddings aims more directly at slavery itself:

13. Giddings, History, pp. 148-9.
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(The war) was waged against those oppressed, friendless outcasts;
those unarmed wanderers who had fled from oppression, who had
sought asylum in the swamps and everglades of Florida, who had
fled from the oppression of professed Christians, and sought protection of savage barbarians. Against them the warlike energies
of this mighty nation were b~ought to bear, for no other reason
than their love of liberty.14
While his history was facile and his social theories only other people's
notions, Giddings's oratory was masterful.

His style was hard-nosed and

strident, calculated to raise the ire of his opponents.

But it was not with-

out a rhetorical elegance and crafty manipulation of words. The content of
words
Giddings's/was bad enough but his aggressive style assured his speeches of
receiving angry retorts.

But he was eqUally adept at warding off the more

spontaneous challenges from other representatives that arose whenever he
spoke.

He combined his two talents in dramatic fashion.

If I am wrong, I ask gentlemen to correct me here, before the
country. Let them expose my errors in the presence of this House,
where I can meet them; where, with truth on my side, I stand prepared to defend my positions. Let gentlemen stand forth in this
hall and meet my facts and arguments like men, like statesmen, and
not shrink away in silence, and then set up their letter-writers
to assail me,--to pour forth their miserable abuse upon my humble
self. Why, Sir, suppose they destroy ~, they will leave my doctrines, my ~3inciPles, untouched. They will remain while eternity
shall last.
But it was not only his colleagues whom he alienated with his recalcitrant
manner, as a newspaper clipping from a Philadelphia paper which Giddings
saved attests to:
Is it then the part of wisdom or prudence to throw this firebrand (Giddings) into the public councils, when no practical good
can result from the experiment? •• It is the duty of Northern
men to crush this indisious design and to disown all connection
14.
15.

Giddings, Speeches"p. 9.
Ibid., p. JOO.

40
with the ambitious demagogue who is daily prostituting a great
cause to the worst purposes of faction. What cares Giddings
for the Union or for slavery, so long as he can preserve power
and pocket the profits of agitation?16
Yet, nothing would deter Giddings.

He first earned the pejoration of most

critics during the "Creole" controversy.
"This ship had sailed from 'Hampton Roads' on the 27th October, 1841,
with one hundred and thirty slaves on board bound :for New Orleans.

On the

7th November the slaves rose against the o:fficers and crew, declared their
right to :freedom, taking possession of the deck of the ship at the same
time," 17
The ship anchored in Nassau where the British had already abolished
slavery.

The liberated slaves were free to go about their business; the

slavedealers, with the cargo lost :forever, petitioned the government for
compensation.

President Tyler and the Senate--led by Webster and Calhoun--

responded by instructing the American ambassador in London to raise the
matter with the English.
Giddings was determined to "expose these attempts to subject the nation
to the odium of sustaining the slave trade.,,18

He submitted the matter to

the House in a resolution supporting the Creole blacks in their revolt
against their enslavers and their subsequent right to freedom on English
soil.

His legal argument hinged on slavery being a municipal institution,

so that once upon the high seas, outside of state jurisdiction, a person
could "resume their natural rights to liberty."

The theory was originally

devised by Weld to :fight slavery in the District o:f Columbia and would be
16.
17.
18.

Notebooks, JRGP.
Giddings, History, p. 176.
Ibid., p. 181.
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embraced by the Republicans right up to the Civil War.

But, once again,

his careful legal argument rested upon the primal freedoms:
That all attempts to exert our national influence in favor
of the coastwise slave trade, or to place this nation in the
attitude of maintaining a commerce in human beings, are subversive of the rights and injurious to the feelings and interests
of the people of the free states; are unauthorized by the Constitution, and prejudicial to our national character. 19
By tying natural rights and the "national character" to the" interests" of
the free states Giddings was claiming a Northern monopoly of the moral
society.

Such a formulation was to prove very effective in alienating the

North from the South.
Once Giddings's propositions were read by the clerk the anticipated
storm broke.

A motion of censure was immediately raised and it passed

easily the next day.

Giddings--not unaware of the political value of the

situation--refrained from speaking in his own defense so as to highlight
the antidemocratic motives of the vote and his own martyrdom.
Southern Representatives voted to censure his actions.

All but two

The issue was a

brilliant means of politicizing antislavery for it not only brought about
a vote with clear sectional divisions but was also a slap in the face of
Whig party discipline, which was trying to keep the slavery debate from
splitting its national consensus and used the Creole censure as an opportuni ty to punish a recalcitrant member of the party.

But as Giddings saw

it:
I had no other alternative than to do what I deemed a sworn duty,

or tamely to shrink before the anticipated frowns of those who
legislate not by the force of reason and truth, but by means of

19.

Ibid., p. 180.
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that unparalleled tyranny which can silence a member who disagrees
with them, while they assail him with coarse personal epithets, and
attempt to brand him as in£amous, £or the sole reason that he dares
to express his opinion. 20
Giddings immediately resigned his seat and returned home to bring the
issue to a popular vote.

As could be expected the county was in an uproar.

Mass meetings were held and resolutions passed which condemned the Congressional £iat--at the hands o£ the Southern members--which had deprived them
o£ their due representation.

Within weeks Giddings was overwhelmingly re-

elected by the largest Whig majority in the country and returned to Washington with a mandate to re-submit his resolutions. 21
Through procedural maneuvering a House majority was able to keep Giddings's Creole resolution £rom being re-introduced.
nish his spectacular victory.

But this didn't dimi-

When he arose to £inally speak in de£ense o£

his actions he lashed out at the slave trade but none dared call him to
order under the gag rule.

"The speech was listened to with respect£ul at-

tention" by the whole body o£ representatives, marking the e££ective end o£
the twenty-£irst rule o£ the House.

Slavery was again to be a matter for

open debate; Congress could now become the national forum the antislavery
leaders needed.
Giddings's success£ul de£iance relied on the £irm support o£ his constituency.

As he observed:

This was the £irst instance in the history o£ our Government
in which the popular vote was de£initely and distinctly uttered
in such direct condemnation o£ the acts o£ either branch o£ our
Legislature; and few instances have occurred in which the voice
o£ the people has been proclaimed with great potency.22
20.
21.
22.

Notebooks, JRGP.
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43
Popular support of his antislavery stance made Giddings immune to the intimidations of Southern representatives and their allies.
victory of ideology over party.

It also marked the

It was clear that Giddings and his sup-

porters cared more about a man's attitude towards slavery than his party
affiliation.

Those communities which had been evangelized by the abolition-

ists in the early 1830s emerged as bastions of antislavery feeling which
would ensure election to men who would agitate the question in Congress.
Giddings was not the only one to see the Creole victory as a turning point
in the fight against slavery.

Others in the county understood its import:

Mr. Giddings must be sustained, unless we want to invite insult
and outrage toward every northern representative who dares to
move in relation to what the southern bullies see fit to consider
interdicted subjects. 23
The birth of an antislavery political party in the early forties, the
allegiance of a growing number of politicians in the two major parties to
abolitionist ideals, attempts to tie antislavery to a more comprehensive
political platform so to make it more attractive to average voters, mounting criticism of the South, and not just slavery, as a society of unChristian savagery and backwardness, and the fear of economic competition
from a slave labor economy were all issues that brought popular opinion and
Giddings's antislavery sentiment closer.

It gave Giddings hope.

As the

abolitionist ideology took shape and assimilated these new forces, the
moral purism of abolitionism
then political aims.

bec&~e

diluted with, first, reformist, and

Immediatism became less a sentiment of the heart and

more the basis of action.

There were many people, and not just Garrisonians,

23. Letter from L.L. Rice to County Clerk Samuel Hendry, Samuel Hendry
Papers.

who condemned this trend.

But the head won over the heart and old aboli-

tionist sentiments were jettisoned in Iavor OI building a popular ideology
and movement which could embrace all Iree Americans, one better suited to
the realities OI the growing nation.
Giddings now Iound himselI a part OI this broadening OI the abolitionist impulse.

He had been evangelized by the revival but now his animus

toward slavery was integrally connected to a more positive ideal OI America.
Unlike the Garrisonian abolitionists with their disunionist theories, Giddings accepted the intrinsic rightness OI the path the IoreIathers had
charted, the justice OI the political system, and the union OI the states.
His History, while accounting Ior the systematic subversion OI the Constitution by the slave interests, is an unqualiIied tribute to the genius OI
that document.

He was not an intellectual, and his antislavery was missing

any OI that overwrought alienation OI the Transcendentalists who were as
estranged Irom the North as they were Irom the South.
issue was much simpler:

For Giddings the

Christianity and the Constitution had taught him

what was right and wrong in the world and his instincts told him how to
achieve it.
Giddings and his small band OI Congressional allies now acquired a
sense OI historic purpose.

They had brought the abolitionist impulse to

Congress; they were now responsible Ior guiding it to victory.

They co-

hered around an antislavery program which continued to stress the moral
imperatives OI their cause but didn't hesitate to appeal to the baser instL~cts

OI seII-interest.

Together they plotted legislation and tactics

which would bring the slave issue to the IoreIront OI political discussion,
presenting the best opportunity to viliIY the South.

The injection OI

selI interest into the antislavery argument, the inIlux OI new political

elements in :the antislavery coalition because of its broadening ideological
base, the need to match the increasing power and aggression of the Slave
Power with increased pressure against it, and the natural evolution of a
reform movement from its early stages of heartfelt reaction to tactical political action--all these developments necessitated the shift of the movement from church congregations and local abolitionist societies to the
centralized and highly politicized leadership in Congress who would bring
the battle to the enemy's doorstep and to the whole nation's attention.

3.
The

Ideology~

~ntislavery

Helps Define the American Character

Giddings's antislavery was rooted in the abolitionism of the 1830s.
Until that time, opposition to slavery had been restricted to a few individuals and groups such as the Quakers who, although publicizing their concerns, remained on the social and political periphery.

The colonization

movement attracted other social philanthropists until it was destroyed by
Garrison's more aggressive and systematic abolitionism.

Indeed, Giddings

recalls, in the early decades of the nation's history no one defended slavery per se, but only the right of Southern states to be free of federal
interference.
chattel labor.

There was unanimity on the inhumanity of institutionalized
But, such apologies didn't bring the anticipated end of the

practice and, instead, spawned a cycle of increasing extremism on the part
of, both, antislavery Northerners and defensive Southerners.
The early abolitionist movement was anything but cohesive.

Divided by

personal and ideological feuds, its different branches' tactics and politics
point to a hopelessly sectarian movement with the barest commonality.

How-

ever, the chaotic facade obscured a range of fundamental tenets shared by
all factions and which evolved into a common vocabulary.

Aboli tion was sus-

tained by passionately held principles rather than by any carefully elucidated social theory.

It was far less concerned with economics or politics

than with creating a more perfect society by sweeping away the great sin of
slavery.

Its fundamental impulse, then, was to right a: wrong, a purpose

directly born out of the moral fervor of the Second Great Awakening.

46

That

47
is not to say that the movement was withoutvcomplexity or an intricate
philosophical structure.

Indeed, long beIore it was to change the Iace OI

American politics, abolition was to serve as a Iulcrum OI various American
values and belieIs, juggling religious and secular, regional and national
thought, all meeting Ior the IirSt time and all expressing anxiety about
the Iuture of American society.

The 1830s and early '40s witnessed the in-

Iusion OI extra-moral considerations into abolitionism and the alignment OI
these distinct forces into a coherent program.

For the newer antislaverJI

the religious fervor of the revival had evolved into an eqUally strong but
vaguer set of moral imperatives, less concerned with the theology of perfection than with protecting the natural rights of man.

Moral principles

were still to be the basis of action but the translation OI salvation into
social reform meant that abolitionism was more than are-emphasized revivalism.

With its growing popularity, abolitionist sentiment became more

eclectic and less obligated to the parochialism OI religious revival.
But in spite of the changes wrought by this injection OI new ideals
and practices, abolitionism's crux remained the perception of slavery as
sin.

This would lead the Ashtabula Sentinel to ask, at the height OI the

Free Soil campaign in 1848, why
some people believe that politics is separate from and should not
be judged by Christian probity or conscience. Is not this the
saddest feature OI our times? Men are moral agents; politics can
no longer be argued on availability or expediency. Political
differences can be brought together on moral grounds. 1
The slave issue had refused to disappear after the Missouri Compromise.
By the early 1830s--with the pUblication of David Walker'S Appeal, the
1.

Sentinel, July 8, 1848,
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emergence OI Garrison, Nat Turner's rebellion and the uprising in British
Jamaica, the nulliIication crisis, and the imminent abolition OI slavery in
the British Empire--it could only be expected that the attention OI moral
evangelists would gravitate toward slavery.

Abolitionism inherited the

evangelical notions OI perIectability and individual reception OI grace, a
personal salvation accessible through good works.
they believed

m~

"The salvation in which

have begun as a transaction in the inscrutable mind OI

the Eternal, but it ended in the radical moral transIormation OI human character." 2 The revival had spawned a large network OI reIorm associations in
an attempt to reshape the American nation into a more moral society, to
realize Finney's version OI "good government, Christian education, temperance reIorm, abolition OI slavery, and relieI Ior the poor.',J

At Iirst

abolition was but one OI the more provccative maniIestations OI the Benevolent Empire.

But soon it would be seen as the apotheosis OI all reIorm, as

the key to America's salvation.
The abolitionist style was not unIamiliar, Ior it was imbued with the
evangelical urgency OI the revival.

In the Lane debates OI 1831, Theodore

Dwight Weld, a disciple OI Finney's, IulIilled his mission to provoke debate over slavery in the Seminary.

Propelled by a reawakened conscience--

Weld's doing--the stUdents met continuously Ior almost two weeks to investigate the slave question.

They listened to testimony Irom witnesses, inclu-

ding a Iormer slave, and upon venting their personal guilt Ior the abominations OI slavery, pledged themselves to its immediate destruction.

Intent

on presenting the Christian answer to slavery, Lane students immediately
initiated various aid projects in the local Iree black community in Cincin2. Timothy Smith, Revivalism and Social ReIorm in IUd-Nineteenth Century
America, p. 28.
3. Ibid., p. 61.
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nati and devised plans Ior spreading the abolitionist message.
Such scenes were OIt repeated over the next decade in small communities throughout the West.

The issue was usually raised by a travelling

speaker, perhaps one of Weld's small abolitionist army he organized soon
after leaving Lane.

These abolitionist evangelicals were able to reach out

to predictably sympathetic communities, places already touched by the moral
reform OI the revival, and imbue them with abolitionist fever.

In 1832,

the year after his expulsion from Lane Seminary, Weld himself visited
Ashtabula County on his abolitionist travels.

While there, he was hosted

by Joshua Giddings, then still a young lawyer with decidedly evangelical
and abolitionist leanings who had already served a term in the state legislature.

Upon Weld's departure a few days later, he had apparently genera-

ted enough enthusiasm so that Giddings and his law partner, Benjamin Wade,
immediately organized a local antislavery society, one of the very first in
the Western Reserve, which became an important stop on the underground railroad.

Such converts, convinced of the righteousness OI their cause, would

become the core of activists who would carry the battle to a larger and
more ambitious level.
The antislavery ideology then synthesized a multitude of American
values and attitudes, some of which dated back to the colonial experience
and some OI which were born of the social forces OI Jacksonian America.
HopeIul visions and anxious Iears were combined into an articulate scheme
of what America was and should be.

The vocabulary was anything but novel,

being the same doctrines OI human liberty that had animated the eighteenthcentury English liberals.

But the language OI which this vocabulary was a

part was newer and more distinctly American.

The product of a young nation

and a new culture, that larger language was an evangelical Protestant con-
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ception OI existence being divided into right and wrong with the overriding)
need OI man to actively ensure the Iormer and destroy the latter.
During the revivals this duality had been most dramatically expressed
in the tension between sin and redemption.

Whole communities had converted

en masse in hopes OI speeding the approach OI the millenium.

BeIore long

that metaphysical paradigm had been translated into more tangible action:
Bible societies, temperance, missionary societies, the Sunday School Union,
colonization, attempts to stop the Sunday mail and end prostitution were
all created to be active antidotes to speciIic social evils.

Even anti-

masonry--whose emergence coincided with the revival--was meant to repair
the ill eIIects OI its antithesis, Ireemasonry.

The antimasonry movement,

however, was Iounded upon more than simple altruistic goals; local problems,
quite unrelated to the possible machinations OI the Masons, lay near the
core OI their campaign.

And so it also was with antislavery.

Worries about

one's place in a continually changing society that was still searching Ior
a national identity, along with the Ieeling that important decisions about
the Iuture course of the country, were at hand, led to another crusade of
good against evil, but this time it was expressed--with good reason--in the
growing dichotomy between North and South.
By 1848, antislavery activists realized that the schism between North
and South had always been present.
In that same year that our Pilgrim Sires landed upon those
inclement shores, a Dutch ship, Ireighted with humanity made
merchantable by the superior Iraud and powers OI piratical
dealers in human Ilesh and blood, landed upon our coast at
Jamestown, in Virginia. Yes, the element OI slavery and degradation was established in the same year that Our Pilgrim
Fathers established Human Liberty upon the wild New England
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shores. And these antagonistic principles have been spreading
and widening, and pushing out, and bearing fruit from that day
to the present.
Slavery, it was seen, stepped in between God and other men, and for that it
was a sin.

Slavery also robbed man of his natural claims to lif'e, liberty,

and property, and for that it was a crime.

For man's equality before God--

or, as others preferred to see it, in nature--must assiduously be applied
to the American experience or the liberal foundations of the nation would
be called into question.

The existence of slavery was such a challenge.

It seemed an insurmountable obstacle to the realization of American moral
worth.

Its moral stench permeated all of Southern society, threatening to

engulf the whole nation and leading America along a path antithetical to
its own principles.

Other abrogations of the American spirit--such as the

alien sedition laws--were overturned once their folly had been recognized.
But slavery was not so easily disposed of.

The institution had imbedded

itself in the national economy and national mind and was the vested interest of too many rich men and politicians.

Moreover, its evils were not so

readily apparent; it didn't directly threaten the livelihood of Americans.
Indeed, most citizens of the United States--in the North as well as the
South--understood the Constitution to guarantee the rights of white men but
not black men, and to place slavery under its aegis by recognizing the
theory of states' rights.
found so frightening.

But that popular understanding was what Free Soil

The growing secular rhetoric of the antislavery--

movement did nothing to mitigate the feeling that it alone stood in the way
of America'S slide into depravity.

4.

Its politics was based on the South

Official ProceedL~gs, National Free Soil Convention, 1848, p. 9.
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spreading its spiritual malaise throughout the country.

Urgently, Giddings

and other heralds of antislavery had to convince the nation, or at least
the North, of the horrible realities of a slave society and, more importantly, how such a reality should matter to them.
Essential to a re-born, Christian America was the unity of mankind, a
homogenization of the population around common beliefs, attainable only
through a shared morality.

Slavery prohibited this unity by shackling the

African, by remaining indifferent to the black man's plight, and by succumbing to the dangerous powers man held over his fellow man in a slave society.
The practices of slavery then would infect the rest of society, ensuring it
of its own depravity.

In the place of a truly Christian community where

good will and equality reigned, slavery created a Leviathan, with classes
set against each other in brutal, and oftentimes lethal, competition.
Slavery was w7ong.

It was an unconscionable crime against humanity.

It abrogated the life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness each individual was
promised by Jefferson.

It violated "the moral sublimity of a mighty people

rising in the support of the rights of humanity" that was the American Revolution. 5 It meant that men and women who possessed the same natural
right to the enjoyment of life and liberty were made to feel
the galling chains of slavery chafing and festering into their
flesh; themselves shut out from the social and intellectual enjoyments for which they were designed by their Creator; bowed
down in abject servitude, surrounded by moral darkness, robbed
of their labor, and shut out even from the hope of immortality
under the laws which we have enacted, and which we still refuse
to modify or repeal. 6

5.

o.

Ibid., p. 21
Giddings, Speeches, p. 232.
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Nor did it stop there:
The average life of slaves, after entering upon the sugar plantations, was only five years, and upon the cotton plantations
only seven years. That is to say, they are driven so hard at
labor as to destroy the lives of the whole of them every five
and seven years, upon an average. Now, Sir, is it not as much
murder to destroy the life of our fellow man, by a torture of
five or seven years, as it would be to strike him down at a blow??
Slave society, they claimed, was born out of violence and based on
violence.

Authority rested upon the "bowie-knife, the scourge, the whip and

the dread instruments of torture" and had very little to do with popular
consent.

8

The slave was subordinate to men whose authority rested solely

on brute power, power's most atavistic form.
obedience:

His reward for his animalistic

death after a few years of forced labor.

Reliance on physical intimidation repudiated the rule of law--something
held sacred even by Indian savages--and with it the cornerstone of modern
civilization.

Instead, social organization in the South emanated from the

arbitrary power that 120,000 slaveholders personally wielded over their
three million slaves.

This meant that "if a slave in Virginia lifts his

hand against his master in self-defense, the master may at once slay him
with impunity." 9

According to Giddings, that would just not be allowable in

civilized society; it wasn't even tolerable in the state of nature.

Under

slavery the ability to reason which God gives man in order to perform his
moral and social duties was, at first, suspended and then surrendered to
another's will.

Slave families were separated without hesitation or regard

to human considerations.
death at hard labor.

Plantation slaves were destined to slow but certain

Meanwhile even rudimentary education and religion was

In.1849 he claimed there to be 20,000 slave deaths--or "murders"--a year,
?
Such flgures were later incorporated into local Free Soil resolutions
8. Official Proceedings, National Free Soil Convention 1848 p 9 •
9. Giddings, Speeches, po 232.
'
,..

denied them, all in order to appease "the pecuniary interest, the caprice,
or the wanton tyranny of' the master. II

To think that an entire society was

built around such practices was shocking, although Giddings wasn't too surprised:
(The doctrines of' the Declaration of' Independence) were most
obviously in advance of' the general intelligence of' that day.
They had been adopted by no other government, and do not appear
to have been generally understood by the American people. 10
Now, seventy-five years later, in the middle of the next century, the
South still had no understanding of American liberalism or natural rights.
And by denying humanity to the negro they denied it to themselves; only the
taste of true freedom could arouse people out of such a conundrum.

Giddings

relates a story of a fugitive slave in Ashtabula County:
The colored man mounted a horse, armed with a heavy walking
stick. In the midst of the village he was set upon by those who
considered him as "stray property." Their leader was a man of
great athletic powers, and bravely seized the horse by the bridle
to stop him. But the colored man, f'or the first time in his life,
feeling conscious of his right of self-defense, brought his shelalah in contact with his assailant's head, and laid him prostrate
upon the bosom of his mother earth. His comrades seeing their
leader's head broken by what they regarded as a "human chattel, II
stood aside, and politely permitted him to pass on his way.l1
Giddings went on to assert that no contract was entered into between
slavemaster and slave but only between slavemaster and slavedealer, and then
it had nothing to do with political rights--for there were none--but was
limited to the profits of' the dealer and the investment potential of' the
owner.
rich.
10.
11.

Slavery was a sinf'ul economic institution, an immoral way of getting
OwnL~g

another human being denied the most essential and obvious of'

Giddings, History, p. 38.
Notebooks, 1844, JRGP.
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all of natural laws.

By repudiating the slave's self-ownership slavery was

attacking the very nature of property as it was understood by Americans.
A man was denied the opportunity to sell his own labor, to hold even this
most basic property.

And if property did not originate with man, as a

slave system seemed to imply--if man did not bring property into society
with him--then there was no longer any right to have it.

~nd

when that

right to a livelihood was taken away--and this denial of property certainly
included the denial of one's labor power--then there was no reason or natural law which obligated the slave to his master.

Revolt was a natural con-

sequence and though it may not have been constitutional, it had its legitimacy in American history and political theory.

The parallels with the

issue of taxation without representation didn't escape the antislavery propagandist's attention.
But the slave was not the only victim of the Southern usurpation of
property.

The South was governed by an inherited aristocracy--an "aristo-

cratic mobocracy" according to the Sentinel--which controlled all the
wealth and closed its social strata to all but the privileged few.

As a

Northern newspaper observed, "fortunes are frequently inherited in the
South--they are rarely made.,,12

Society had ossified into a small elite

lazily governing a mass of poor whites and destitute slaves, the former
with very few and the latter without any personal liberties.
class existed which could and would safeguard democracy.

No middle

The Sentinel even

predicted that if the plantation owners didn't hesitate to enslave blacks,
they would be willing to do the same to poor whites if the profits were big
12. Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free l'1en:
Republican Party Before the Civil War, p. 48.

the Ideology of the

enough. 13 And when dissent appeared, even in the North, it was put down
by the angry mobs which came to symbolize the violent nature of this alien
society.
Sophisticated theoretical defenses of slavery such as Calhoun's couldn't
deter Giddings's attacks.

He recognized that Calhoun had fallen into the

same trap as the rest of the South and its statesmen in being unable to divorce his analysis of the Constitution from his partisan, or in this case
sectional, allegiances.

Calhoun I s defense of "interests" Giddings consi-

dered "utilitarian"; and an un-Christian separation of morality from politics.

Indeed, it was reported that Calhoun had even hesitated to express

sympathy for the new French Republic, and there could be no better example
of a thinker out of step with the times. 14

Thus, "his entire theory of

government differed from that on which the founders of our institution
rested. ,,15 This was all evidently part of the slaveholder's conspiracy.
That Calhoun was an intimate cohort of the conspirators and disunionists was
proven by his role in the "threatened rebellion" of South Carolina in 1831.
Of Fitzhugh, Helper, and others who defended slavery and attacked wage labor as a worse social evil, Giddings had nothing to say.

It is doubtful

whether he understood their ideas.
Slavery was the worst form of tyranny, more serious than the despotism
of a European prince.

It had long been felt by abolitionists that slavery

threatened a person's innate moral sense, bringing "destructive results for
its possessor as well as for its victim."
prove this.

Even if the South was unable to understand

13. Sentinel, Oct. 6, 1849.
14.
15.

The Free Soilers were out to

Ibid., ~pril 15, 1848.
Giddings, History, pp. 98, 120.

~merica's
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or moral tenets, it certainly should have been able to grasp its own Christian inheritance, a tradition which some enlightened men placed "higher than
the Constitution itself • • • the very atmosphere in which our institutions
exist ••• the basis of our morality, and the mould in which our civilization has been cast.,,16 But the South's deviation from the "higher laws" of
civilization also meant a rejection of Christianity--or at least the charity
and humanism which many former evangelicals and antislavery crusaders had
adopted as a general theology to accompany the American transition to a
moral society.

For the Northern enemies of slavery this absence of spiri-

tual commitment was but further proof that nothing but rot lay beneath the
overly-mannered veneer of plantation life.

Giddings tried to capture the

sanctimoniousness in the contradiction between the slaveowner's avowed gentility and the reality of the slave system he lorded over:
Can it be that the gentleman is a Presbyterian, and yet
holds slaves, and regards slavery a blessing? Would he sit
down on the Sabbath with his slave, who is also a brother in
Christ, of the Presbyterian faith, at the sacramental board,
commemorative of the Lord's supper and sacrificial death;
partake with him of the bread and the wine, of the body and the
blood of a crucified Redeemer; and on Monday will that brother,
bearing the image of God, for pal try lucre, and yet claim to be
a Presbyterian? No, Sir, I feel constrained to deny such an
absurdity. It cannot be so. No man can be a true Presbyterian
who barters his fellow man for gold, ()r who transforms man into
chattels, and ~~uts out the Scriptures of truth from his brother
in the church.
Slavery was also a direct assault upon God for it mocked his proverbial
commandment--instructions which had guided humanity for all of known history.
"Search the scriptures," God had commanded, but the slave wasn't allowed to
read or write.
16.
17.

"Honor mother and father," but slave families were willfully

Smith, Revivalism, pp. 34-5.
Giddings, Speeches, p. 239.
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destroyed in their master's blind pursuit of a better investment.

11

Love thy

neighbor," but slavery dehumanized the black man and made him an equal of a
work mule.

"Man was made in God's image" the Bible taught, but in the South

that same man was chattel.

18

The regional idealization of good and evil, the mounting attack on
Southern society as the primary obstacle in the nation's drive for greatness,
dominated antislavery thought from the mid-1840s on.

The annexation of

Texas and the war with Mexico raised the specter of slavery extending itself
into the Western territories.

Many who were not previously moved by calls

to conscience now responded to what they perceived to be threats to their
own self interest, their economic well-being.
soil, free labor, free men, and free speech

The Free Soil dictum of free
began to make sense to the

typical Northerner as a firm stand against the expansion of slavery and
Southern society.

Being able to contrast favorably their own lives with the

moral decay of the South only helped to strengthen their resolve, and bring
them closer.

For among the most serious Free Soilers, the issues now at

hand were no less than a mortal struggle between "liberty and tyranny."

A traveller who had just returned from Kentucky reported her observations of the South in a lengthy story she wrote for the Ashtabula Sentinel.
Being in a slave society meant having to adjust to the social mores of an
entirely different culture, although Kentucky was only across the river from
Ohio.

She was startled by the widely contrasting way in which people lived

in the South and the repugnant tenor of her words--making for a dramatic
retelling of her trip--undoubtedly found a receptive audience throughout
18.

Sentinel, Oct. 6, 1849.
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the county.

It was such tales, appearing periodically in antislavery news-

papers, which so helped to create a receptive readership for future campaigns and slogans.

Through such articles as this one, Northerners began

to feel that they really had first-hand knowledge of life in the slave South.
Southern life, it was observed, was under a constant process of demoralization, brought about by a general feeling of insecurity on the part of its
citizenry.

Since the slave/master relationship was such a precarious one,

built upon coercion and brute force, formal rules and regulations still prescribed the do's and don'ts of all daily activity in the South.

Despite the

fact that the South was built upon established institutions and proven traditions, it was felt behavior still had to be carefully restricted; there
was never any opportunity to simply follow one's "natural i.'llpulse."

Undemo-

cratic censorship existed in order to weed out any criticism of social conditions--to quarantine the South from subverting influences, an apt metaphor for the spiritual malaise that plagues the region--and it hung as a
pall over all of society, feeding upon its paranoia and insecurity.

In such

an atmosphere distrust was rampant and "suspicion, rumor, gossip, jealousy,"
and the such colored all social intercourse.

The void of self discipline

and dependence on authoritarian devices to ensure social control was the
product of a society whose economy and, hence, political institutions were
built upon the principle of arbitrary power.
What may have been the most striking characteristic of Southern society
reported by this particular witness, and corroborated by a host of others,
was the debilitating effect slavery had on the work habits of Southern
whites.

Perhaps not as horrific as the scenes of slave auctions that filled

antislavery propaganda, the eschewal of manual labor by white landowners
supposed to be rampant throughout the South was much more portentious to the
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.future relations between the sections.

The average Northern farmer could

be subjected to just so many beseechings to his conscience before their
impact dulled.

But the horror with which he must have viewed an agricul-

tural system just across the Ohio River which wholly rejected his own experiences of agrarian life and labor probably only increased over time.

In

the South, the Northern farmer le.arned, manual labor was a disreputable
chore, better left to the slaves or perhaps the poor whites.

Such work was

so disagreeable to the proper class of people that even its gross inefficiency--" one hired girl

here, for one dollar and fifty cents per week,

would do as much work, and do it better, than two slaves there for whom one
would pay two hundred per annum" --was tolerated.

It was reported that even

women didn't do their own housework. 19 The slave system created a large nonlaboring, "parasitical" class living well beyond the proportion of their
contribution to society, depriving the North of its hard-earned prosperity
by sapping its capital to finance their expensive habits and needs.
In opposition, the Northern laborer brought wealth to the nation.

He

didn't work to make anyone else rich--not the Southern planter or the European aristocrat--but himself.

The quality each man enjoyed in the North

ensured that rather than creating an atomized society, such individual hard
work and quest for prosperity took place within a sort of family--as the
community of the North was conceived of--where everyone contributed to the
prosperity of the nation and everyone shared in its benefits. 20

This dra-

matic tension between North and South--their respective attitudes towards
work and its ramifications--was not going to be left to subjective observations.
19.
20.

It had to be proven, in a vernacular meanL'1gful to its desired

Ibid., Dec. 12, 1849.
Ibid., April 7, 1849.
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audience and their times, that an immoral economy brought bad political
economy.

The patrician habits of Southern gentlemen may have offended

Northern farmers and their aristocratic mentality may have been responsible
for the destruction of the productive capacity of the Southern worker, but
nothing would more convince them of the advantages of "free labor" than
real evidence, the kind that would appeal to business minds of farmers and
merchants:

comparative statistics and tables of figures.

As early as the debate over the Florida War Giddings began to develop
such a line of attack.

He charged then that Northerners were being taxed

to support a war fought only for Southern gain, and that this money was even
used for purposes that directly support slavery:

five thousand dollars for

bloodhounds, ostensibly to hunt down Indians but in actuality to be used
against escaped slaves, and twenty-dollar bounties paid by the government
for each negro the Indians turned over to the white authorities.
states had a right, Giddings
had to support itself.

Northern

insisted, not to bankroll slavery; the South

Congress could no more impose that financial bur-

den any more than Parliament could!

But the practices continued, sometimes

leading to paradoxical situations.

The government kept paying compensation

to the owners of slave ships who lost their cargo while at the same time
spending money to suppress the slave trade.

Giddings estimated the South

used $500,000 in postal costs a year without paying for them, and with the
annexation of Texas, $300,000 more, just for postage.
the South able to pay for their lands.

Nor, of course, was

Southern public lands cost $40 mil-

lion more than had been produced from it, while Northern acreage had
already yielded a $38 million surplus. 21
21. Edward Reilley , "Politico-Economic Considerations in the Western
Reserve's Early Slavery Controversy," pp. 141-153.
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Every antislavery journal in the North made it a regular practice of
printing statistical comparisons of the two societies.

Soon it got to the

point where such bits of information were used as diversionary space fillers,
with the hopes of the editors that their readers would be able to memorize
such compelling bits of information and use them in discussion with their
neighbors.

For instance, it was shown by the National Era that Rhode Is-

land, which had a fifth the population of South Carolina, was almost equal
in commercial income and $2 million richer in manufacturing.

While having

areas of about equal size, New England's total product dwarfed that of
Virginia's.

Of course, home markets for Southern manufacturing couldn't be

constituted of slaves, nor were slaveowners willing to divert their capital
investment from chattel to machinery.

The slave system, then, by nature,

could not develop beyond its pre-modern, pre-capitalist state, concepts
being used more and more by Northern critics. As ultimate proof the South
had fallen way behind the North in population growth, despite all her natural advantages.

While the two sections had been roughly the same in 1790,

by 1848 the difference had reached a telling J,J80,000.22
The Southerner offered a system which betrayed all that the yeoman
farmer of the North held dear.

And while it may have been proven to Ashta-

bulans that Southern economic woe was caused by the lack of virtue in a
slave society, that strength and prosperity came only without slaves, the
South had still somehow reached a powerful position, its slave economy
ready to invade the Western territories.

If the American destiny of eco-

nomic progress and bourgois society was to be realized through a hardworking, Christian middle class then slavery promised to derail that des-

22.

National Era, Feb. 1, 1849, May 10, 1849; Sept. 6, 1849.

63
tiny in its march to the Paci:fic.
Ashtabulans
With scorn and pride
o££ered their view o£ the situation:
Who lags £or dread o£ daily work,
And his appointed task would shirk,
Commits a £olly and a crime:
A soundless slave-A paltrey knave-A clog upon the wheels o£ time,
With work to do and store o£ health,
The man's unworthy to be £ree,
Who will not give
That he may live,
His daily toil for daily fee. 23
Giddings had shown himself that honest toil would always bring reward.

The

example of the South, where there was no incentive, no toil for income, and
where idleness was a fixture of li:fe, was striking support for the middle
class advocacy of the constant occupation of idle hands.
youngest son:

He wrote to his

"With industry and health you may reach any place or station

to which you aspire. • • Be laborious and strictly moral and everything is
within your reach.,,24

The world of the Puritan sires had proven its worth;

it now had to be spread to all of America.
The issue of Northern superiority went beyond dollar figures and the
economy.

The law, they claimed, was on their side too.

The Constitution

declared slaves to be persons and not property and the Supreme Court had
long recognized the rights o£ the "self-emancipated freeman" in cases such
as the "Creole" of "Amistad" af£airs.

English COTIlTIlon law had taught that

freedom was a personal attribute, attending a person wherever they go--an
argument akin to Giddings's in the Creole case--and McLean had declared
from the Court:
23.
24.

Sentinel, Jan. 5, 1850.
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The Constitution treats of slaves as persons. The view of Mr.
Madison who 'thought it wrong to admit in the Constitution, the
idea that there could be property in men,' seems to have been
carried in that most important instrument--whether slaves are
referred to in it, as the basis of representation, as migrating,
or being imported, or as fugitives from labor, they are spoken
of as persons. 25
The judiciary and the legal system it represented was another intersection
of antislavery values and a growing national consciousness.

By championing

the law, antislavery continued to distance itself from the romantic, millenial, even arcane roots of abolition and come closer to be a general expression of secular life by choosing the "inherent reasonableness of Blackstone" as an important part of their argument. 26

That choice certainly

seemed better suited to national needs.
Everything the South was, the North wasn't.

And so, where there was

slavery in the former, there could be only freedom north of it.

That may

have been too convenient a model, but its flattering implications were
irresistable to Free Soilers.

As Giddings exclaimed, "Slave labor is not

less opposed to the policy of free labor, than oppression is opposed to
justice.,,27 And it was justice with its consequences of social growth and
health which the antislavery leaders believed they had imbedded in the Free
Soil doctrine of 1848.
That the American Union, as the bond o:f Peace, the organ
o:f one Language and one Civilization, the medium o:f Free Trade,
among the numerous States and Territories stretching from the
Atlantic to the Pacific shores o:f this Continent; as the Refuge
of suIfering millions from the Old World, and a Safeguard against
its Ambition and Intrigue, is of priceless value to the Cause
o:f Human Progress; and that there is enough intelligence and
virtue in its members to extinguish Slavery, the single cause
that disturbs its harmonies, impairs its energies, alloys its
25.
26.
27.

Notebooks, JRGP.
P:rr~ Miller, The Ljfe of the Mind in America, p. 130.
G1ddings, History, p. 98.

good, and threatens its stability.28
Some Liberty Party leaders, most notably Chase, had sought throughout
the

to connect their antislavery with a whole range

~orties

programs in order to broaden their popular base.

political

o~

It was also

~elt

by many,

particularly in Ohio, that political action should not be based on a single
issue and that the slave issue in particular could be
to others.

linked

success~ully

This need not have been an artificial_link.

Anti-

slavery's connection with a new social vision had become obvious to some
already.

As the decade progressed and antislavery sentiment spread, and as

slave labor became a more active threat to many Northerners now that it
appeared ready to expand into the Mexican cession, other issues emerged as
integral to the antislavery outlook.

Concerns about the shaping

o~

modern

America, its economic growth, political reorganization, and social well-being
were natural counterparts to antislavery ideals.

Besides now being ideolo-

gically interconnected this national spirit and antislavery were strategically interdependent.

Accentuating the growing disparity between North and

South helped to define the desired characteristics

o~

a strong nation.

And

at the same time, increased nationalism helped Free Soil realize its aim
highlighting sectional

~~erences

o~

and presenting the Northerner with a

clear and obvious choice.
The Free Soil
abolition
o~ficers

policy,

o~

plat~orm

called

~or

re~orms:

cheap postage, the

unnecessary government jobs, the popular election

o~

all civil

in government service, river and harbor improvements as national
~ree

homesteads to "actual settlers," and a

for the payment of the national debt.
28.

sweeping

National~, Jan, 4, 1849.

It was.:a

tarif~

only adequate

success~ul ~usion o~

old
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issues into a new consensus.

But it was also filled with a feeling of

change, reform, an enthusiasm for the limitlessness of national growth once
the problem of slavery was cleared away.
~merican

Despite their intent to alter the

political landscape, their program was not meant as any deeply

rooted critique of American society.

Rather, it was a reaIfirmation of the

quintessentially bourgeois "Northern ideals" which would save the country
from Southern domination, and reform fitting the needs of a growing nation.
Implicit in the Free Soil stand, then, and in most all the

a~tislavery

jeremiads of the late 1840s, was a strong notion of progress, of the forward march of civilization, the ineluctable improvement in people's lives
which came with the modern age.

This was how, in Ashtabula County at least,

the issue of slavery was so pressingly tied to Northern liIe, how peqple
were made to care that the horrible reality mattered to them.

Birney

explained the problem:
What can a free, republican and commercial state look for,
but confusion and ruin, when they entrust their aIfairs to a
people without commerce, without manU£acturers, without arts,
without industry, whose whole system of management is one of
expense, waste, credit, and procrastination?29
It was an age of reform where allover Europe people were demanding
correction of time-honored abuses.
aside by civilization.

The relics of barbarism were to be swept

Poor debtors could not be assured of their liberty

and secure in a homestead.

Taxes were used for progress, for education,

internal improvements, and even a railroad to the PaciIic!3 0
of this march to modernity that the slaves had to be freed.
a secular ideal now.

It was a part
It was largely

The Christian millenium had given way to a civilizing

29. Ronald Walters, The Antislavery
p. 124.
30. Sentinel, Nov. 10, 1849.

~ppeal:

American Abolitionism After 1830,
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mission in behalf OI not only the downtrodden slave but Northern Ireemen.
Strong strands of the religious zeal OI a generation before remained but
they were now based more on liberalism, equal opportunity, and national
prosperity for people who were experiencing it first hand--such as the Iarmers in Ashtabula--and were thus convinced OI its rightness.
of justice was an abstraction; there was no black suffering in
County to eradicate because there were no blacks.

Their sense
~shtabula

Telegraphic wires, gal-

vanic batteries, steamboats, locomotives, steel mould board ploughs, and
even public school teachers' associations were all ubiquitous symbols OI
the technology of a growing nation, of a progress antislavery leaders hoped
all Northerners could unite around.

The Free Soil platform, numerous broad-

sides and speeches during the campaign, all articulated a desire to better
the living conditions of free Americans and looked to the aforementioned
improvements to guarantee it.

Such progress was the intention of the

founding fathers, it was the manifestation OI the American spirit, it was
the product of Nor:thern hard work and ingenuity, and it went hand in hand
with the moral fiber in evidence in the North, and in such evident decline
in the South.
Sir, this above all others, is an age of progress. Look
at the peasantry OI Europe. They are struggling against oppression. Gro~~d down by the iron heel OI despotism for centuries, they are rising in their might and teaching tyrants to
understand the power that dwells with the people. While these
political revolutions were convulsing kingdoms, overturning
thrones--while crowns were tossed about like baubles of children--Le Verrier, alone in his study, was agitating a question
of science. By a course of observations and mathematical calCUlations he demonstrated the existence of another planet; far,
far away in unlimited space, infinitely beyond the utmost bounds
to which even the thoughts of former astronomers had extended.
So, Sir, the philosophical statesmen of our OWfr land, reasoning
from past observation, and drawing reasonable deductions for
the future, see clearly in the distance the star of freedom,
shining and glittering in refulgent splendor, far beyond those
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regions of thought within which the mind of our political
savans are accustomed to revolve. • • They are behind the age
in which they live; and there they will probably remain. 31
The early American vision of a free and expanding nation was again to be
the dominant tone of national expression.
legacy of colonial life.
struggle.

Antislavery was presented as the

Its language reminded one of the Revolutionary

In Ashtabula County, such rhetoric had an even stronger Jeffer-

sonian flavor.

The small frontier farm was what Jefferson idealized as

most suited to republican self-government.

It supplied the independence,

self reliance, social equality and economic security that were supposed to
be the roots of democracy.
come a virtue itself.

It was not only a source of wealth but had be-

Community was built upon agriculture and antislavery;

these were the constants in many Ashtabulans' lives
activities and even social rituals grew.
can achievement, at the forefront

of

around which their

They saw their lives as an Ameri-

the national experience.

The American farmer is the exclusive, absolute, uncontrolled
proprietor of the soil that he tills. His tenure is not fJ~m
the government--the government derives its power from him.

31.
32.

Giddings, Steeches, pp. 411-2.
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4.
Ashtabula Society: Social Realities of Free Soil

The aggressiveness and confidence which characterized the radical challenge to the political status quO in 1848 was not solely based on doctrinal
abstractions.
were necessary.

Certainly for Ashtabula's Free Soilers, no mental acrobatics
Their ideology was grounded in the lessons they drew from

daily experience; its values reflected the social realities of their lives.
A farmer who had successfully struggled to reach material comfort and even
prosperity, who had tilled his own land for decades, found little of value
in an agricultural system which depended upon large plantations and slave
labor.

It was not only against God's law, but stood antithetical to all he

had known and come to trust as the correct path for his own and the nation's
growth.

If the superiority of his own way was shown to him, he was eager to

accept such proof.

Naive images of Northern progress seemed to be anchored

in rosy realities of the day and the Free Soil crusade, at least in Ashtabula, came about by working to bring the same for everyone else.

If America

could succeed the way Ashtabula County had, local farmers thought, then all
would be well.
Most of these Ashtabula free soil farmers and many merchants and shopkeepers were independent men who had benefited from the openness of antebellum society, from the lack of barriers to individual enterprise, and the
emergence of popular politics in the form of mass parties.

In response to

to the dislocations of the first decades of the nineteenth century they had
embraced the revival as a chance to reorder their world.
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In the forties,
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once comfortable and at ease again, and drawn closer together by a prosperous
and integrating national economy, they became inspired to transcend their
mere ordering of things and create a greater society, perhaps if only because
they believed their own rhetoric.
modern, efIicient world, an

Their politics now expressed visions of a

advanced version of the kind of life they thought,

to some degree, they already had.

Free Soil was just this expression.

It was

the culmination of the century's nationalism, combining the education and
culture of John Quincy Adams with the frontier ambition of Andrew Jackson.

i

And it answered the pressures of modern life and national growth by orienting
society to the issue of the American future, this time in the guise of antislavery.
Ashtabula County was settled at the turn of the eighteenth century by
Connecticut families looking for prosperity.

It was the earliest permanent

settlement by whites on the Connecticut Reserve, that vast tract of land
lying along the southern shore of Lake Erie and extending 120 miles west of
the Pennsylvania border.

Like the rest of the Western Reserve,

~shtabula

had

first belonged to the colony of Connecticut, then was ceded to the federal
government, and incorporated into the Northwest Territories.
in the upper northeastern corner of Ohio.

Ashtabula was

It was squarely shaped, as was

most everything in the Northwest Territory, with Pennsylvania towards the
east, Trumbull County on the south, Lake Erie along the north, with the shore
dropping southerly as it moved west toward toward Lake and Geauga counties.
The borders enclosed almost half a million acres; Ashtabula came to be the
largest county

L~

the state.

Well-watered and suited to growing cereals and

fruits in the north, and grazing in the clay soil of the southern half of the
1.

George Frederickson, The Inner Civil War, pp. 9-10.
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county, Ashtabula became farm land.

The topography was undramatic, save for

two ridges which ran parallel to each other and the shore, about two miles
inland.
In 1798 the Connecticut Land Company had divided its holdings into separate five-by-five-mile parcels among its few score stockholders and immigration to the Reserve was subsequently encouraged.

Their plan for the terri-

tory was modeled on New England beginnings, that system of towns and farms
which had bred the reputable self-governance and stability and which so impressed Tocqueville.

By the time of the county's official organization in

1811, those parcels had become separate townships, twenty-eight in all, often
bearing names which reminded the settlers of their Connecticut origins:
Dorset, Plymouth, Williamsfield, Colebrook, New Lyme, and so on.

Farming

communities soon came into being with grist mills for their wheat and saw
mills to cut the lumber left from clearing forests to build homes and other
structures.

Methodist and Congregationalist churches established themselves

early on but the first denizens of Ashtabula County seemed more intent on
improving their lives materially rather than spiritually.

They must have had

some success for the population of the county steadily grew.
tants numbered 7,382.

In ten years that figure doubled.

In 1820 inhabi-

By 1850 it was to

double again, officially placed by the seventh census at 28,765.
From its earliest days, and through the whole antebellum period,
bula was characterized by a striking social homogeneity.

~shta

While in 1840 the

Western Reserve could boast of the social cohesion brought about by a full
quarter of its inhabitants being of New England stock, more than two-thirds
of Ashtabula's population had come from Connecticut alone. 2 Men like Skene
2.

Karl Geiser, "New England and the Western Reserve," p. 78.
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Douglas Sacket wer@ typical.
the Revolutionary War.

Born in Milf'ord, Connecticut, he had fought in

Upon leaving the army he married and soon took his

wife and young family west, first to Oneida County, New York, then to Painesville, Ohio and, by 1803, had settled on an eighty-acre farm in the town of
Windsor, in the southwest corner of Ashtabula County.

There Sacket lived out

his life, raising his six children--some of whom were to fight in the War of
1812--and building his farm. 3
Not everyone came in families.

Matthew Hubbard, later a judge at the

county seat of Jefferson, remembered leaving Middletown, Connecticut as a
young man in 1804 to work on his uncle's newly acquired land in
Township.

~shtabula

He travelled west with his uncle and recalled that "In course of

the (first) season we put in eight acres of wheat and had chopped and deadened
over about as much more • • • We enclosed our field and finished our labor in
October.,,4
Regardless of how they emigrated, as a child in a family, the head of a
household, or as barely more than a youngster looking to make a life of prosperity or adventure, they all came to farm and determine their own destiny.
These were very individualistic goals, even i f pursued in the context of
family.

However, even i f land wasn't shared, common dangers, common tasks,

and later, a common abundance created a feeling of public cooperation and
responsibili ty.

" ( They) were individualistic on their farms and in their

productive activities, but they were generous to neighbors and combined readily in community projects." 5

backgrounds with them.

~shtabulans brought their rural New England

The frontier spirit of hard work, achievement, and

individual success was pursued amidst the familiar triumvirate of family,
3.

Joel Blakeslee Papers, Container 1.

4.

TDid.

5. William Parker, "From Northwest to Midwest, Social Bases of a Regional
History," from Klingaman pp. 14-16.

74
town, and church.

Fortunes could be made, but they wouldn't come at the ex-

pense OI stability.
ty's equilibrium.

Keen competition wasn't going to spoil the new

corr~uni-

The old Puritan institutions, albeit transplanted hundreds

OI miles away into virgin territory, successIully kept excesses in check.
A Connecticut missionary society had appeared in Ashtabula only two
yeaxs a£ter the IirSt known white man, and in 1801 the IirSt church on the
Western Reserve was established in Austinburg, Ashtabula County.

There was a

brieI period OI religious "enthusiasm" in that IirSt decade but it soon passed.
However, as county liIe became more staid and the Irontier moved Iarther west,
religion became more integrated into Ashtabula liIe.

Starting around 1819

in Conneaut, Morgan, and Rome, permanent Congregational and Presbyterian congregations were established throughout the county.
Methodists began to build their own churches.

At about the same time,

Slowly through the twenties,

and then in a Ilourish in the late twenties and early thirties, spurred by
religious revival, Methodist,; Baptist, Congregational, Episcopalian, and
Union congregations organized themselves in every town.
In 1831, the revival had swept into northern Ohio Irom the east, touching
Ashtabula County IirSt.

Austinburg's church membership doubled in a day in

scenes that were repeated by all denominations.
had implanted its elI in the local conscience.

Within a yeax the revival
While "Doubts and anxieties

were overcome" by the participants, certain tendencies already appaxent in
local s09iety,

_~ecam:; .stranger .. 6

_The· ·whi~kBy· business--important as an out-

let for surplus grain in the yeaxs since the War OI 1812, dried up almost
immediately.

Temperance, but also sabbataxianism and concern for education

were institutionalized in Ashtabula.YJ. liIe, and they dominated the social

6,

William Williams, History OI Ashtabula County, p. 189.
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reform in the county until the thirties when they were eclipsed by or, rather,
incorporated into antislavery.

By 1850, Ashtabula reported fifty-five

churches--among them fifteen Methodist, eleven. each Congregational and Baptist--with the ability to accommodate

almost 20,000 peoPle.?

Not all those

pews were filled every Sunday but the Christian spirit of humanity and charity pervaded county life nonetheless.
The revival also brought a wave of educational reform and in its wake
the first semi-private manual labor school on the Western Reserve, the Ashtabula County Institute of Science and Industry, later known as the Grand
River Institute.

It was established in Austinburg in 1831 in order to instill

love of liberty and piety into its adolescent charges.

The stUdent-operated

mills were less than successful, but the school flourished and by 1836
boasted a large student body which included the overflow from the new abolitionists' college at Oberlin.

8

It kept abreast of progressive fashion, adding

a Ladies Department in 1840.
But this was only one aspect of a system of education very important to
local society.

As early as 180?, an early settler recalled, "a few days

after our arrival, I was sent to a school in a log schoolhouse, taught by
Miss Polly Cannon, who received her education in Massachusetts.,,9

A school-

house was opened as early as 1802 in Harpersfield where twenty-three children
attended the winter session.

Education acquired a new importance in the

western frontier of Ashtabula.

Public schools became another agent of social

mobility and individual worth.

They promised equality and dignity in a popu-

lation which had been taught to revere such things but had been frustrated
in their attempts at achieving them.
?
8.
9.

U.S, Census, 1850. Statistical Compendium.
Samuel Hendry Papers, Container 5.
Geiser, "New England and the Western Reserve," p. 69.
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The public schools, which all children in

~shtabula

County attended, and

the private and semi-private academies that began to appear in the thirties
and forties in Austinburg, Wayne, Ashtabula,Orwell, and Kingsville were seen
as important molders of public responsibility.

They assumed the role Horace

Mann had prescribed to them as the bulwark of liberty and equality, though
they fulfilled it in this case on the American frontier.

Each town was divi-

ded into nine SUbdistricts with a schoolhouse in each subdistrict.

It was

also presumed that someday a high school would be built in each town.

Joshua

Giddings 1 s first public position was clerk of the Jefferson township school
association when it was incorporated in 1824.

In 1846 the

~shtabula

County

Teacher Institute was founded for the "mutual improvement and advancement in
the profession, to promote the cause of popular education, and to increase
the efficiency of the common schools of the county.,,10
meetings and sponsored numorous lectures.

They held quarterly

And although the school curriculum

was filled with the basics of "spelling, reading, writing, and arithmetic,
and sometimes additional accomplishments of Geography and Grammar," 11

the

local veneration of learning had a telling influence on social development.
According to a contemporary:
The Reserve was for many years seeming the residence--the home,
of the various isms, the vagaries, mental ailments, many called
them, of a people, noted throughout the land for this distinctive
feature, so that whoever had a hobby elsewhere rejected, rode it
straightway to the Reserve. • • It was this pervasive tendency
to new notions ••• that produced the political phenomenon of 1848. 12
It was no accident that the second woman who was in charge of the Ladies
Department at the Grand River Institute, Betsy Cowles, became very involved
10.
11.
12.

Williams, p. 45.
Joel Blakeslee Papers, Container 1.
Riddle, p. 145.
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in the county antislavery society or that N.L. ChafIee, instrumental in the
establishment OI the Teachers Institute, was elected as a Free Soiler to the
state legislature in 1848. 13

When recalling the crucial role played by the

Ashtabula. voters in 1841 after Giddings's censure and resignation and again
in 1848 with the courageous political challenge OI Free Soil such statements
as Riddle's seem less like hyperbole and very close to the truth.

Another

estimate:
There is no doubt that the strength OI Mr. Giddings was in
his constituency. He knew on whom he relied. His heart beat in
sympathy with their hearts, and he expressed sentiments which he
knew to be dear to them as their own liIe. We do not wonder that
the man was bold and daring in the fierce COnflict for he knew
the hearts of the people whom he was representing. f4
In spite of religion and schooling, those hearts were essentially molded
on the farm, where the family resided and where the economy was rooted, and
by the agricultural success they made in Ashtabula.

"How happy the lot OI

the laborer in this wide and fertile country, with employment ever to be had,
and its reward promptly supplied.,,15

In that "wide and fertile

the social and economic backbone of the county.

country" lay

Nsricul ture and the family

farm continued to characterize and shape Ashtabula County's way OI liIe up to
the Civil War.

There was little tenancy in the county; almost all land was

owned by those who Iarmed it.

"They are the people who till their own Iarms

with their own hands; Ireeholders, educated men, independent men," as Daniel
Webster described them. 16

Livestock--beeI, pork,

woo~ Irom sheep--dairy pro-

ducts--cheese and butter--and crops--corn, rye, oats, wheat, etc.--made up
13. Williams,
14. Williams,
15. Sentinel,
16. Fletcher,

p. 45; Monica Large, History OI Ashtabula County, p. 239.
p. 34.
Nov. 17, 1849.
p. 36.
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almost all of the $400,000 worth of exports leaving Ashtabula harbor in 1847.
Two years later a more verifiable 90% of the dollar value of exports that
left that harbor came directly o:f:f the farm, with lumber and wooden staves,
often bypro ducts of land clearance for farming, making up the balance. 17 In
1850 there were 2,243 farms counted by the census with twice that number describing themselves as farmers.
and 88,841 unimproved acres. 18

There was a total of 174,355 improved acres

~ few years later, N.E. French, a Free Soil

delegate in 1848, was to write in the County Agricultural Society report:
The march of Agriculture in Ashtabula County in onward and upward;
and, judging from all the indications, it has already acquired a
velocity in the road of progres~9that will carry it, in process of
time, over all impediments. • •
By 1848 Ashtabula seems to have reached the social and economic maturity
of older regions of New England and the middle Atlantic states.
The traveler will see the spirit of improvement in farms, manufactures, in handicraft, and everything that can add to social
comfort, or State character, or National wealth. Many portions
of it look, even now, like an old settled land. 20
From early on there had been a strong market orientation; a flourishing trade
offered convenient markets for farm surpluses.

The 117-acre average size of

the farms in the county matched precisely that of the older farming regions
in Pennsylvania in 1850.

The 78-improved-acre average exceeded the comparable

Pennsylvania statistic of 1860 by 14 acres. 21

The local agricultural society

had established county agricultural fairs which were opportunities for social
interaction among the farming community and which offered premiums as incentives for good produce.
17. Sentinel, Feb. 28, 1848.
18. U.S. Census, 1850, Statistical Compendium.
19. Ohio Agricultural Reports, 1853, p. 78.
20. Sentinel, June 29, 1850.
21 • Fletcher, pp. 5-6.
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Even with so many farms and 200,000 improved acres there was no evident
danger of land running out.

The farm acreage in 1850 was just over halI of

the total in land in the county and many of the newer towns had plenty of
room left to farm.

With improvements of farming techniques, the trend was

toward smaller farms anyway.

Certainly the CaliIornia Gold Rush of 1849

wasn't welcomed as an opportunity to drain off unwanted numbers, and those
who left, such as some of Skene Sackett's children, moved out west because of
marriage or adventure but were not forced out.

Wages matched those in the

East: $8 to $12 a month for six months of farm labor or 50¢ to a dollar a
day, depending on the kind of work required. 22 Society, generally, had reached
a point of stability, equilibrium.

The ratio of men to women (103.4) was al-

most identical to the near equality of the old New England states (101.20)
and far below that of the average of American agricultural counties in 1860
(125.0) .23

This is not to say that agriculture had become staid, that farmers

were content with the security they had so far achieved.

!shtabulans still

lacked the technical sophistication to get more production out of less land,
and in 1848 the agricultural society complained of the county not having any superior plough,

of still having to do things "in the way our fathers did." 24

The value of farming implements and machinery did lag behind Eastern practicest they averaged $77 a farm in Ashtabula whereas in Pennsylvania the figure
was $115. 25 But such frustrations only fueled the desire for progress and in
1848 Ashtabula's farming community found themselves in the throes of dramatic
and successful improvements in their prospects.

22. ~ Agricultural Reports, 1847, p. 23; Fletcher, p. 77.
23. George Blackburn and S.L. Richards, "Demographic History of the West,
Manistee County, Nichigan, 1860," pp. 603-4.
24. Ohio .Agricultural Reports, 1848, p. 31.
25. Fletcher, p. 61.
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Farming had been undergoing successful growth and diversification since
the mid-1840s.

Because o:f increased interest in agriculturaJ. advancements,

a State Board o:f kI'iculture was established in Ohio in 1846.

In its second

annuaJ. report, issued in 1847, the State Society noted in particular the
significant improvements in :farming being made on the Western Reserve.

Their

own observations, they noted, were based not just on the quaJ.ity o:f the land
and high return o:f crops but aJ.so by the generaJ. intelligence Reserve :farmers
brought to their :field work and the care o:f domestic animals.

O:f equal im-

portance, aJ.so, was the increasing uniformity o:f :farms and :farm techniques
and a new sophisticated system o:f cultivation. 26

That same year the Ashta-

bula County AgriculturaJ. Society reported improvement in the arrangement o:f
:fields and dramatic yields on corn and oats. 27

In addition, wool, potatoes,

hay, and maple sugar were grown on Ashtabula :farms either :for family consumption or, more :frequently now, :for saJ.e to a middleman who in turn sold them
in the county, the region, or exported the crops east through the two county
ports o:f Ashtabula or Conneaut.

Weekly listings were posted in all county

papers for not only locaJ. prices but aJ.so the current rates in the Northeastern seaports o:f New York and Boston where much o:f Ashtabula's growing :farm
surplus :found its way.
Grain production had never been wholly satis:factory and the large quantities o:f corn and oats grown in the county were used mostly to :feed the over
80,000 horses, cattle, sheep, and swine.

What was most responsible :for the

exuberant optimism among :farmers and other county leaders in 1848 were the
changes that had taken place in dairying.

Until 1840 butter and cheese were

a part of household production found on most farms, with a :few surplus pounds
26.
27.

Ohio AgriculturaJ. Reports, 1847, pp. 7-8.
Ibid., p. 24.
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used to barter with neighbors or a local merchant.

The susceptibility of the

grain crop to bad weather and bad fields had first led farmers into increased
dairy production.
sidered a

"distaf~'

Now, this traditional part of farm family life, always conchore performed by the wife while the men's brawn was re-

quired in the fields, had moved to the center of the farm's economic life.
The state of Ohio had produced a total of one million pounds of cheese
in 1836.

By 1848 the Western Reserve alone exported 15,593,439 pounds, with

Ashtabula's five million constituting a considerable percentage of that total.

28

In 1842 Ashtabula County's cheese production stood at one and a quar-

ter million pounds; two years later the figure had climbed to almost four
million.

In 1847 6.64 million pounds were produced. 29

By 1853 the exports

of dairy products alone were to go over the $400,000 mark. 30
dustry affected everything in the land of "cheesedom."

The dairy in-

The wealthiest farmers

in the county, men like James Stone and H. Platt who owned good farm land
valued at close to $10,000, became huge producers of cheese.

Conversely, men

who were leaders in the county's cheese production also tended to own farms
valued in the upper tenth in the county, between $3,300 and $14.000.
was not just the most weal thy who got involved in dairying.

But it

Farming towns of

average wealth such as Morgan, Austinburg, Cherry Valley, Colebrook, Rome,
Lenox, Orwell and New Lyme, where farm values averaged $2,000 to $2,500 were
si tes of soaring cheese production.

"No class of agriculturists we think,"

declared the Sentinel, "have enjoyed more steady prosperity for a number of
years than the dairymen of our county.,,31

Improvement was everywhere:

milk-

ing barns, better feed, cheese vats, thermometers were just some of the changes
28.
29.
30.
31.

Ohio Agricultural Report, 1848, p. 9; Conneaut Reporter, March 30, 1848.
Sentinel, March 13, 1848.
Ohio Agricultural Report, 1853, p. 77.
Sentinel, Nov. 3, 1849.
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introduced over the past few years. 32

Over sixty percent of the county's

farmers could consider themselves in the business, while its success brought
prosperity to many more.
Cheese exports continued to increase and markets were soon opened in
England, California, and even China.

Production grew accordingly.

Ten per-

cent more cows were milked in 1849 than the previous year and cheese and
butter production were up almost fifty percent that year despite a drought
which adversely affected crops.33

However, the dairy industry did not just

bring prosperous stability to Ashtabula County.

It was also the embodiment

of progress itself:
A novel feature, worthy of notice, and of imitation elsewhere,
has recently been introduced in this (dairy) business. It is
well known that cheese is best manufactured on a large scale,
and requires a considerable expenditure in fitting up the necessary buildings and apparatus, and also require s a large breadth
of pasture land to supply the requisite number of cows, involving
a heavy outlay of capital. But a large" cheesery" has been
erected in Ashtabula County, and fitted up with all the latest
improvements, in fixtures and conveniences, and supplied with
the requisite skill to manufacture cheese upon scientific principles, and upon a large scale. The milk is supplied to this
establishment by the cows belonging to the farmers within a
circuit of four or five miles and thus all those who have more
milk than they need, and not enough to ~USj~y them making cheese,
find a ready and convenient market for It.
Cheese factories seemed the most efficient means of mass production.

They

introduced a uniformity in production, a goal of modern economy which leading agriculturalists were always very enthusiastic about.

C. C. Wick's es-

tablishment in Wayne, for instance, could make ninety cheese a day and at one
time had more than a thousand on its storage shelves.
32.
33.
34.

In another factoI)-,

Robert Jones, "The Dairy Industry in Ohio Prior to the Civil War," p. 59.
Sentinel, Oct. 13, 1849; Ohio ~gricultural Report, p. 51; Jones, p. 52.
Ohio Agricultural Report, 1849, p. 9.
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There were two large rooms where the cheese are placed upon shelves
reaching from the bottom to the top of the building or room, and a
richer sight I have seldom seen than was here presented. One of
them contains, as my informant told me, 6,000 cheeses, while in the
other there were between three and four thousand.35
Factories ensured that production was put under men of skill in the business.
That way, one "good

hea~'

could guarantee high quality in a way that each

individual farmer never could.

In 1849 Ashtabula's three cheese factories

spent $33,000 on raw materials in the production of 281.5 tons of cheese and
butter.

The value of their final product was $40, 610.

They still produced

only little more than a tenth of the county total, which was nevertheless an
impressively large percentage from just three establishments.

The capital

generated by the new cheese production dwarfed all manufacturing in the county
save six woolen factories.

Unlike wool, however, the initial capital invest-

ment required for cheese factories was quite low, enhancing their profitability and showing them to be not the exclusive domain of wealthy capitalists
but of entrepreneurialfarmers.
The financial success of the factories was passed on tothe factory
er.s.

Employees earned the highest wage in the county:

$20 a month for part-time employed women.

work~

$150 a month for men,

But according to the county

~ri-

cultural Report of 1851 these men and women were destitute of the "elevated
principles" which make intelligent farmers and so would have been unable to
produce good cheese on their own.

Thus the uniformity and specialization in

the factory not only minimized the amount of bad cheese and raised the volume
of good cheese by placing production

under men of skill, but also provided

a niche for people who otherwise couldn't properly manage in dairying" or any
agriculture, on their own.
35.

Sentinel,

Aug.

It was further proof of how well the factory fit

26, 1850.
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into Ashtabula's social and economic needs. J6

Growth and progress seemed to

sum up the new dairy industry and its meaning was encapsulated in a small
discussion in the pages OI the Sentinel about the proper method OI treating
and feeding milk cows.

There was disagreement between those who favored

pasturing their cows and those who insisted on feeding their livestock before
each milking.

Such a discussion would have once been carried on in strictly

agricultural terms, concerning itself with topics of animal husbandry and
quality of product.

But in the dawning age of capital intensive concerns and

industrial infancy a new and, in many ways, simpler answer to the problem
could be put forward.

Compare the present value of good pasture with the

price of labor it would take to mild the cows, the Sentinel suggested, and
resolve the issue accordingly.37
Dairying was only the most dramatic example of the successful transition
Ashtabula was making from self-sufficien t farming to commercial agriculture.
The tiller of the soil was becoming a businessman of sorts, producing his
surpluses for distant markets, watching market reports for news and prices,
grappling with problems of increasing production and cutting the costs of
material and labor.

Questions of SUbsistence which had preoccupied the pre-

vious generation had given way to the matters of buying and selling commodities.

In February OI 1848, the Farmer's Bank OI Ashtabula, a bi-anch of the

State Bank, began operations with $100,000 in capital and an imported cashier
from the East. J8

Numerous paper currencies already circulated around the

county, as would be expected in a trading center.

Banks were welcomed Ior

they facilitated trade by discounting tills OI exchange and bolstered agri36.
37.
38.

Ohio Agricultural Report, 18.51, p. 222.
Sentinel, Oct. 13, 1849.
Sentinel, Jan. 31, 1848; Reporter, Feb. 17, 1848; Williams, p. 141.
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cultural and manufacturing improvements with long-term capital for investment. 39
No longer handicapped by too little business experience, lack of capital, undeveloped credit, insufficient marketing mechanism or unstable domestic markets, Ashtabulans were involved in what appeared to be an economic
"take-off."

Economic interdependence--both in the local economy and in the

growing intersectional connections with the east--brought pressures for increased production and specialization. 40

Wheat stayed at a dollar a bushel

throughout 1848 and '49, an important indicator of general prosperity. 41
Real estate values had risen twenty-five to fifty percent in only a couple
of years. 42 Moreover, the prosperity seemed not to be restricted to any
particular group of farmers.

The price of farms appreciated in every town,

without ever too much disparity between the wealthiest and the less wealthy
communities.

Ten percent of the farmers owned twenty-five percent of all

farm value in the county--a comparably low figure which suggests an equi table distribution of agricultural wealth.
At the same time that farmers were zealously improving their land with
all sorts of new techniques which promised to increase production, they
found they had more leisure time than ever before.

It is no wonder, then,

that farmers' education began to include lessons on morality and even politics in addition to husbandry and crop rotation.

The farmers column in the

Sentinel, recently moved to the front page, began to devote more time to
"intellectUal education" and the need to imbue the "agricultural masses"
with a class consciousness. 43 For, obviously, it was the farmer who was not

39. Donald Adams, "The Role of Banks in the Economic Development of the
Ohio Northwest," in Klingaman, pp. 211, 219.
40. Diane Lindstrom, Economic Development in the Philadelphia Regi 00, 18101850, p. 17.
41. Fletcher, p. 355.
42. Ohio Agricultural Report, 1853, p. 78.
43. Lindstrom, pp. 12, 15; Sentinel, March 15, 1850.
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only the economic backbone of the nation but now the leader of its social
progress.
It is evident those forward-looking ideologies of Free Soil--antislavery, economic nationalism, anti-racism, support for a new state constitution, even social issues like co-education--were matched by an equally
"modern", or "civilize(fl way of life in Ashtabula County.

What began as the

diversification of, farm production away from grain as the single income crop
had become a general trend of modernization.

Farming was codified into a

science by the agricultural societies, Ashtabula's economy became more integrated to a national one, commerce grew, as did the supply of capital and
the size and wealth of commodity production.

Factories were introduced.

Saw mills, still the largest industry in the county, were undergoing conversion from water to steam power. 44

The Lakeshore Railroad was completed in

1851 and served to strengthen, even more, the county's ties to the Northeast.
Subscription notices for Plank roads--built "for all purposes of internal
and external trade," providing cheaper transportation of goods at all times
of the year and usually promising a twelve percent per annum return on investment45 _-appeared in the papers regularly, with well-known Free Soilers
heading the lists of organizers.
Ashtabula County found itself in the middle of an important economic
transition,

enjoying the fruits of post-frontier growth, not yet aware of

its uglier ramifications.

Commodities were being privately produced, with

an increasing degree of' specialization, for sale on an impersonal market.
Cash incomes had risen, allowing farm families to purchase more of their
household needs from retailers.

Domestic manufacturing had consequently

44. Victor Clark, History of Manufactures in the United States, Vol. 1,
pp. 410-1145. Sentinel, April 15, 1848; June 24, 1848; Jan. 13, 1849.

87
declined.

Nevertheless, f'ull-f'ledged capitalism was not yet a reality.

Although their ideology of' economic progress and modern society seemed to
imply something like it, Ashtabulans did not yet think of' themselves as
capitalists.

The owner of' a f'arm or craft shop still labored to produce his

goods, more concerned about actually making his product than with more profitably managing the work process.

Wage labor was not yet widespread and where

it was f'ound, it was still seasonal work.

True, no longer was the county's

economy built upon the sel:f-contained, sel:f-sufficient family unit of

house~

hold manufacturing, but not yet was commodity production a "free-for-all"
competition.

No longer was production guided simply by the needs of the

community, but not yet had the supply/demand mechanism brought a condition
where there was no investment of money unless
greater return.

accompanied by a promise for

And although economic relationships were not based on the

social need as they were in the early years of community building, the class
structure had still not ossified under the pressure of the free market and
the pursuit of profit.

Labor, not money, ultimately governed production;

economic competition had not yet led to class exploitation.
to

sa:;[

46 This is not

they didn't welcome industrial growth; they evidently did.

But Ash-

tabulans largely lacked any urban or industrial experiences by mid-century.
There was nothing to forewarn them of the social consequences of modern
prosperity.
The farmer of 1848 produced commodities for increasingly distant markets
and watched the prices of produce in New York and Boston.
more cosmopolitan man than his father had been.

He was a much

But to him, society was to

be ever populated by the kind of independent and self-made men who ran the
farms.

46.

Their vision was still agrarian; the factory was just a more effi-

Michael Merrill, "Cash is Good to Eat: Self-Sufficiency and Exchange
in the Rural Economy of the United States."
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cient farm.
The connection between agricultural prosperity and Free Soil is strengthened when the identity of the local Free Soil activists becomes clearer.
The fifty-four farmers who were Free Soil delegates to the state convention
from Ashtabula in 1849, for instance, owned farms that averaged over $3,000
in real value, more than thirty percent above the county average.

But these

men were also found at the forefront of county life--not just its politics
and economics but its general culture as well.

Among others, Joseph Barber

was president of Wayne Academy and Rufus Barnard was soon to be treasurer of
the Orwell Academy.

A.H. Bailey was a trustee of Jefferson Township, and

N.L. Chaffee became an official in the county's agricultural society.47 Of
the small group of citizens securing subscription for stock in the proposed
railroad from Cleveland to Buffalo which, once built, would take business
away from the river and lake trade, thirteen were state Free Soil delegates.
Others had names like Giddings, Udell, Kellogg, Loomis, and Austin (of Austinburg), being of the oldest, most established families in the county.
However, no place in the mid-nineteenth century that had been settled
for several decades and was the scene of so much economic activity could escape some of the unpleasant consequences of growth and change.
not without its divisions or social ills.

The county was

Twenty-two men and six women

worked as wage earners in Ashtabula's cheese factories.

The industry's

success could not have affected them the same way it did the factory owner

47.

Williams, pp. 246, 151, 232.
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or even those Iarmers in the surrounding countryside who proIited by selling
their surpluses to the local Iactory.

Obviously, economic growth meant

something very diIIerent Ior laborers than it did Ior Iarmers and merchants.
And despite all the Iamily-run Iarms, Ashtabula did have a large sector OI non-agricultural labor •

Blacksmiths, millers, harnessmakers, and the

such were part OI the earliest immigrations.

They Iormed a local craft in-

dustry which was responsible Ior the early appearance OI towns with urban
services.

48

Sawmills, Ior instance, were built almost as soon as settlement

began, signaling a "post Irontier stage OI pioneering.,,49

Most towns had

small commercial centers with a Iew stores, a wheelwright, a blacksmith, a
carpenter, mcwbe a shoemaker, and sometimes, i I the town was on the main
road, a tavern.

These towns, however, were still predominantly made up OI

Iarms and Iarm households.

Andover, Ior instance, medium-sized with almost

a thousand people, had no major occupation other than Iarming.

There were

a Iew teachers, carpenters, and smithers but in too Iew a number to signal
any substantial non-agricultural urban trend.

Rather, these occupations

were adjunct to the more important and Iar larger Iarming communities.

This

was the general situation in the county.
In the two harbor towns in Ashtabula County--Conneaut, the earliest
established,

~!d

the town OI Ashtabula--there was a diIIerent trend.

The

pattern OI occupation in the two largest towns in the county did not match
those Iarming communities which were serviced by a sizable but clearly subordinate artisan/laboring population. 50

(See Table 1.)

Conneaut reached

a little over 2,500 inhabitants by 1850, the town OI Ashtabula a little under
that.

Despite these still modest populations a £air degree o£ urbanization

48. Parker, in Klingaman, p. 31.
49. F ormisano, pp. 17-17.
50. All subsequent statistics are based on voting ret~~s and 1850 U.S.
census data, unless otherwise noted. See Appendix B.
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had begun.

Both towns had received federal aid for the development of their

harbors in the twenties and with increased navigation on the rivers and Great
Lakes, shipping became a major industry. 51

At first, grain, whiskey, and

lumber were shipped out; other crops and dairy products came later.
warehouses were built along the wharfs.
brisk.

Shipbuilding began.

Large

Activity was

In 1836, 407 steamboats, most making the trip from Buffalo to Detroit

and back, and 156 other vessels, entered Ashtabula harbor. 52
pecially was the scene of early industry:

Conneaut es-

forges and furnaces, machine shops

which, at one point in the thirties, employed 150 workers. 53

In 1848, about

seven hundred people were employed in Ashtabula County manufacturing.
far, their highest concentration was in Conneaut and Ashtabula.

51. Williams, pp. 137, 160; Large, p. 260.
52. Williams, p. 137.
53. Ibid., p. 159.

By
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But the port--the village, as it was called--with its bustling business,
warehouses, construction and manufacturing, with scores of laborers loading
ships and sailors strolling the streets, was very separate from the rest of
town.

This "non-village" area, situated a short distance inland, more close-

ly resembled the rest of the county:

farming communities of well under

two thousand people with the usual array of merchants and craftsmen found in
a small commercial center.

Indeed, Ashtabula and Conneaut had the first and

fourth wealthiest farming communities in the county; they must have made a
stark contrast with the urbanized harbor and its wage-earners.

The village

and non-village, it seems, were distinct places with not just a few miles
separating them.

In Conneaut proper, six out of ten men one met were farmers;

in the village that figure was less than one out of ten. 54

(See Table 2.)

Such a disparity did not fit into the general homogeneity of the rest of the
county.

CONNEAUT
NON - VI LLA6E..

VI LLAGE
RETAILSERV'C;
PROFESSI

!

ALS

NSkiLLfD ,--,vILLFD

RETAI L / . WAGE \)1'\ -;,
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ARNEJ<S CRAFL.)t"'lEJj
19 &(0 17/ . WAGE
iFARMERS
EARNERS% \ PROFESSI0NAL540/0 17% 22"/0
t----~L
29
SKILLED

CRAFTSMEN

45%

54. See Appendix B.

J

I
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The increased anonymity OI the individual in the economic system, and growing
stratiIication along class lines were not unknown to Ashtabula.

Where they

did exist, diIferences in wealth were more pronounced, the number OI landless
laborers larger, and the proportion OI urban proIessions greater.

Clearly,

some people were being le£t out of the county's agricultural prosperity.
Most striking was the absence OI strong support for Free Soil in these areas.
While personal happiness and satisIaction were integral to the Free Soil motivation, discontentment and social tension obviously worked against it.
Social estrangement brought political aliebation £rom the Free Soil voice OI
progress and prosperity.

For who would better see the sophistry of "progress"

than the laborer caught in the midst OI it?
Ashtabula gave only Iorty-nine percent of its vote to Van Buren in 1848
and Conneaut thirty-nine percent.

Taylor, in Iact, carried Conneaut.

Giddings

barely won there.

The Conneaut Reporter remained a strong Whig voice on the

Western Reserve.

(Andover, with its dominant Iarming community, voted over-

whelminglyFree Soil.)
Wan Buren in 1848.

Four other towns besides Conneaut Iailed to vote for

They were Orwell, Saybrook, Pierpont, and Richmond, and

they too stood apart Irom the county's economic progress.

Like Conneaut, all

four had less than half OI their households headed by farmers.

In the Free

Soil towns there was a much higher proportion of farm families.

The same

holds true in darying:

cheese production was extensive in the top Free Soil

voting towns but county-wide ranked only ninth, eighteenth, nineteenth,
twenty-fiIth, and twenty-sixth in Orwell, Richmond, Saybrook, Pierpont, and
Conneaut, respectively.

(See Table J.)

In the face of this social deIinition of Free Soil it is little wonder
that James Stone, the wealthy landowner and cheesemaker Irom Morgan,
was a true representative of the Free Soil

93

Table 3
1848 Presidential Voting

Cheese Production
per £arm, 1849 (lbs.)

Percentage households
headed by £armers,
1849

Five highest Free Soil
voting towns

4271.2

59.7

Five lowest Free Soil
voting towns

1850.6

39 •.5

The £ive towns where
Van Buren lost

1571.9

37,0

Over .50% o£ the vote
for Free Soil

3177.3

.5.5 •.5

Under 50% o£ the vote
£or Free Soil

1382.6

41.6

movement in Ashtabula County.

His farm was worth $9,700; his cheese produc-

tion stood at 33,000 pounds per year.

He sat as a town trustee o£ Morgan,

a leader of the Cleveland-Buf£alo railroad subscription committee and an active member o£ the county agricultural society.55 But it was A.J. Riddle, a
young and ambitious lawyer at the county seat of Je££erson, who best knew
the meaning o£ progress in Ashtabula.

He described Free Soil to Giddings

early in 1848 as a golden ideal, "long sought £or, long struggled £or, long
6
hoped £or, and £inally found. ".5
Looking around at the yeoma....""J. farmer in
ascendance, it was no wonder that he thought he had found the answer.

55.
56.

Williams, p. 196; Ohio
JGGJ.

~gricultural

Report, 1849.
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Conclusion

By the time antislavery became widespread it was no longer based on the
moral outrage which had animated abolitionism.

No change of public opinion

toward the negro occurred; Northern racism remained intact as antislavery
sentiment spread.

Accordingly, the Free Soil platform of 1848 expressed no

direct concern for the plight of the black man.

Indeed, the fact that the

negro slave emerged as a figure to be freed, even a figure of pathos, became
increasingly incidental.

Rather, the growing resentment Northerners felt

towards slavery was based on the interests of the white man.

Clearing away

this major obstacle to their success--which, by implication, was America's
success--was something about which farmers, professionals, and small businessmen could all agree and, in turn, convince the workingman of.

Antislavery

moved beyond the slave to be a broader national ideology, one meant to guide
America through her next historical epoch.
still integral to this ideal.

No doubt, hatred of slavery was

But other, more general, hopes and worries

about the nation's future came to be expressed.
The conscience of Ashtabulans may have been stronger, less mercenary and
racist than elsewhere, but it was no less interested in these other objects
of the Free Soil crusade.

In Ashtabula, however, unlike most of the North,

this movement was not born of the hysteria of 1854 nor was it a clearly articulated ideology presented to the people by their political leaders.

For

James Stone and A.J. Riddle antislaverJ politics was a logical extension of
daily life, an extrapolation which convinced Giddings and others to suspend
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their political acumen in favor of the chimera of free soil.

By 1850 they

still had not abandoned the cause, even when the error of their ways had become apparent.

Ashtabula County remained one of the few places where free

soil was not discredited.

The explanation for their quixotic political be-

havior now seems-obvious:

in few other places was the free soil ideal so

strongly grounded in reality.

Nowhere would antislavery's secularized ver-

sions of sin and redemption find a more receptive audience.

Nowhere was

there a community more proud of building its own prosperity in its (free)
soil, a population which knew first hand the value of immigration to free
western lands.

In short, Ashtabulans could look at their own experience and

feel certain that the future held success for anyone who would pursue it.
This is an important realization, for Civil War historians have long been
ignorant of just where and from what exact mixture of ideals and social conditions the movement originated.

Eric Foner long ago showed that abolition-

ism had evolved into a politics of positive nationalistic ideals as well as
antislavery.
still unknown.

But the social origins of this new form of nationalism were
Most speculation has done little more than suggest that anti-

slavery fit into some vague American tradition of conscience and reform.
Ashtab ulan , s antislavery was indeed an American tradition, but a tradition which had moved away from the anxiety of the Revival to ideals of economic prosperity and individual achievement in a secular culture.
Giddings exemplified this change.

Joshua

A moralist and reform activist in the

thirties, by 1848 his hopes of spiritual redemption for America became a
need to ensure the materialist progress of the nation.
fueled by the success of a growing economy.

While

Such a change was

Ashtabul&~s

still saw

millenial visions when they spoke of economic progress, these were visions
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of a confident emerging bourgeoisie, not, as in the Revival, a nervous middle class.
At mid-century, America was preparing itself for modern economy.
bula was trying to be at the forefront of those preparations.

Ashta-

They watched

an upwardly mobile middle class energize politics and offer an ideology and
way of life which celebrated middle class virtue.

Such optimism had moved

them to the very edge of industrialization, that final step toward modern
society.

That those in Ashtabula already acquainted with this "modernism"--

such as the landless laborers in the harbor towns--seemed less enthused about
the whole idea was not a paradox Free Soilers seemed to notice.
no mood to listen.

They were in
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Appendix A

1848 Presidential Voting Results, Ashtabula County, Ohio

Taylor (W)
Andover
Ashtabula
Austinburg
Cherry Valley
Colebrook
Conneaut
Denmark
Dorset
Geneva
Harpers:field
Hartsgrove
Je:f:ferson
Kingsville
Lenox
Monroe
Morgan
New Lyme
Orwell
Pierpont
Plymouth
Richmond
Rome
Saybrook
She:f:field
Trumbull
Wayne
Williams:field
Windsor
Totals

Cass (D)

40

4

113
9
2
11
238
1
13
45
68
24
22
93

64

11

95
9
26
32
77
30
24
10
20
4
18
26
31
31
1123(25%)

30
25
10
59
4
7
32
32
19
39
46
18
35
41
23
58
25
40

26
20
90
25
17
28
29
30
876(20%)

Van Buren (FS)

121,
171
159
94
81
188
12
17
142
88
58
114
128
94
120
100
61
47
16
41
20

82
38
70
58
118
98
129
2465(55%)

% Free Soil
73.3
49.1
80.3
77.7
79.4
38.8
70.6
45.9
64.8
46.8
57.4
65.1
47.9
76.4
48.0
66.6
55.5
34.3
13.6
36.9
28.6
73.2
25.7
70.7
62.4
68.6
62.0
67.9

98
~ppendix
.)

B

Occupational Breakdown in Andover, Conneaut, and Conneaut Village, 1850
Andover
(voted 73.3% Free
Soil in Nov., 1848)

Conneaut Village
(voted 38.8% Free
Soil in Nov., 1848)

Farmer 184
Laborer
20
Carpenter
13
Blacksmith 13
Teacher
10
Merchant
6
Shoemaker
5
Wheelwright
4
None
4
Joiner
2
Cabinetmaker
2
Attorney
2
Tanner
2
Lumberman
2
Clothier
2
Tailor
2
Tinner
2
Miller
2
Millwright
1
Locksmith
1
Rakemaker
1
Teamster
1
Tavernkeeper
1
Peddler
1
Mason
1
Chairmaker
1
Cooper
1
Ropemaker
1
Physician
1
Law StUdent
1
Harnessmaker
1
Minister
1
Weaver
1
Clerk
1

Laborer
Sailor
Farmer
Clerk
Shoemaker
Merchant
Blacksmith
Joiner
Cabinetmaker
Carpenter
Printer
Teacher
Saddler
Tanner
Hostler
Physician
Painter
Cooper
Lumberman
Stagedriver
Minister
Tailor
Wagonmaker
Grocer

29
22
21
18
16
11

10
8
8
7
6
6
6
6
5
5
5
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
~ttorney
3
Harnessmaker 3
Bookseller 2
Ship Carpenter 2
Jeweller
2
Goldsmith 1
Butcher 1
Dentist
1
Miller
1
Medical Student 1
Druggist
1
Bookmaker
1
Chairmaker
1
Organmaker
1
Teamster
1
Stablekeeper 1
Tinner
1
Postmaster
1
Stonecutter 1
Tobacconist
1
Barber 1
Bookbinder 1

Non-Village

. Farmer 316
Laborer 59
Sailor 33
Carpenter
20
Blacksmith
17
Joiner
11
Shoemaker
8
Wheelwright
7
Millwright
7
6
Miller
6
Tanner
Mason
6
Clerk
5
Tavernkeeper
5
Teacher
5
Tailor
4
Ship Carpenter
4
Merchant
3
Lumberman
3
Teamster
3
Minister
2
Cabinetmaker
2
Grocer
2
Painter
2
Tobacconist
2
Brickmaker
2
Machinist
2
Clothier
2
Founder
2
Cooper
1
Physician
1
Medical Student
1
Pumpmaker
1
Moulder
1
Furnaceman
1
Basketmaker
1
Driver
1
Lightkeeper
1
Fisherman
1
Cigarmaker
1
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